
[image: Cover: In Search of Mary Seacole, by Helen Rappaport]


Helen Rappaport

In Search of Mary Seacole

The Making of a Cultural Icon






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: In Search of Mary Seacole, by Helen Rappaport, UK Adult]






For Lynne Hatwell, with love and thanks for the ‘sheltering tree’ of friendship






‘All history is full of locked doors, and of faint glimpses of things that cannot be reached.’

Herbert Butterfield, The Historical Novel

‘Look at the same things again and again until they themselves begin to speak.’

Jean-Martin Charcot, advice to Sigmund Freud

‘Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose.’

Zora Neale Hurston








PROLOGUE ‘A REAL CRIMEAN HEROINE’



[image: Image]
© Artokoloro / Alamy Stock Photo



The Crimean Plain – spring 1855. Thus far, it had been an arduous, seven-month military campaign since British forces landed with their French allies the previous September. Here they still were, dug in outside Sevastopol, thousands of miles from home on this peninsula at the southernmost tip of the Russian Empire.I Having endured three terrible battles the previous autumn the British Army was still reeling after the devastating winter that had followed. Thanks to the scandalous incompetence of the British Commissariat, thousands of men in the rank and file had suffered and died unnecessarily from frostbite, hypothermia, malnutrition and enteric disease. But the New Year had brought hope and the first trickle of much-needed supplies of food, medicines and warm clothes from England.

It also brought something unexpected to cheer the spirits of the beleaguered British Army. On 9 March 1855 a small announcement was made at the very end of a long dispatch by William Howard Russell, special correspondent of The Times, who had been embedded throughout with British troops in the camp outside Sevastopol, in which he noted: ‘Inter alia, we are to have an hotel at Balaclava. It is to be conducted by “Mrs. Seacole, late of Jamaica.” ’

When Russell’s dispatch was syndicated across the British press, the announcement provoked a degree of bafflement; nearly every paper amended the sex of the entrepreneur in question to ‘Mr Seacole’. Russell’s ‘Mrs Seacole’ must have been a misprint, surely? How could any respectable woman possibly entertain setting up a hotel at the seat of war – and alone and unaccompanied at that?

Events would soon show, however, that, yes indeed, one very determined Mrs Mary Seacole was most definitely on a 3,000-mile journey from England all the way to the Black Sea; although there would be no hotel per se, and certainly not at Balaclava.

It was enough of a surprise that any woman should undertake such a venture. But no one in 1855 could have anticipated that the lady in question would be Black. The Victorian popular perception of Black people in the 1850s was pretty much confined to anti-slavery literature of the Uncle Tom’s Cabin variety. Yet against all the odds – of her sex, ethnicity and time – when no Black person in Britain held any public office or position of authority, Mary Seacole would launch herself into the heart of the war effort, and with it earn herself a unique place in the British public’s consciousness.



That brief notice in March 1855 would be the first of many sightings in the Crimean Peninsula of the Jamaican caregiver and nurse, herbalist, sutler, humanitarian and patriot Mary Seacole over the next sixteen months. By the time British troops left in July 1856 everybody in Crimea knew who Mrs Seacole was – or rather, they were much more likely to know her as ‘Mother Seacole’. Not only that, but the British people back home knew of her Crimean exploits too. Thanks to extensive press coverage of the war – the result of some fine on-the-ground reporting – and the many letters home from their men, they knew about the efficacy of Mrs Seacole’s Jamaican herbal remedies for dysentery and cholera; her skill with stitching a wound, bandaging injuries and dealing with frostbite; her wonderful stews and Christmas puddings; and most important of all – her compassion and absolute devotion to her ‘sons’ of the British Army.

By the end of the Crimean War ‘Mother Seacole’ had become the archetype of the loyal colonial subject doing her bit for the British war effort; the embodiment of Christian kindness, compassion and generosity of spirit. Indeed, searching through hundreds of collections of letters, diaries and newspaper accounts of the war, one finds that only one other woman during that time was accorded as much coverage: Mary’s white female nursing contemporary, Florence Nightingale. For, in her way, as Reynolds’s Weekly Newspaper observed on 14 June 1857, Mary, like Florence, was ‘A Real Crimean Heroine’.

There is no doubt that from the late 1850s to her death in 1881, Mary Seacole was the most famous Black woman in the British Empire. Indeed, until she was voted Greatest Black Briton in 2004, only the Trinidadian pianist Winifred Atwell and the Welsh mixed-heritage singer Shirley Bassey had enjoyed an equivalent celebrity; but their popularity had not come until after the Second World War. Over the years, when speaking about Mary, I have tried to impress on people just how extraordinary and exceptional her achievements and fame were in the context of nineteenth-century white Victorian Britain. There simply was nobody quite like her. The nearest modern-day equivalent in terms of the national acclaim accorded a woman of colour, who was also of Jamaican heritage, is probably the tremendous reception given to Kelly – now Dame Kelly – Holmes after she returned from the Athens Olympics in 2004 with two gold medals for the women’s 800 and 1,500 metres, the first British woman of colour to achieve this double.

Early in 1857, while riding on the crest of her popularity and to get herself out of debt, Mary Seacole sat down to write her memoirs in an attic room in Soho Square in London. She had served Britain with loyalty and diligence and felt that the time had come for her to receive due recognition of that fact. The account she published – Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands – was a catchy populist title that became an instant bestseller; but it has also created problems for the biographer. People assume that this is Mary’s ‘autobiography’, but it is nothing of the sort. Her book reveals virtually no details of its author’s life before 1850. To make up for this, one might imagine, given Mary’s celebrity in mid-Victorian Britain, that a considerable archive of personal detail has accrued from that period and added to our knowledge beyond that slim book’s 200 pages. Sadly, this is not the case: with Mary Seacole, most of her personal story begins and ends with what she tells us in Wonderful Adventures. We come away from it knowing next to nothing about her early life – her parents, her siblings and the complex network of friends and family back home in Jamaica. This is because Mary left us no paper trail; evidence of almost all the key landmarks in her life prior to the war is missing, beyond the publicly accessible documents of her marriage, her death, her will and census returns.

So how does one begin to reconstruct a life that is virtually uncharted for the first forty-five years? This has been the enormous challenge of writing Mary Seacole’s biography, for even with the republication of the Wonderful Adventures – after 127 years – in 1984, Mary’s account was still the sole primary source. But it only takes us up to her return to England in July 1856 and is full of gaps, puzzles, faux-modest evasions and glaring omissions. The challenge for the biographer is to penetrate beyond Mary Seacole’s carefully constructed and controlled self-image. Her book is a brilliant piece of PR, but it hides so many secrets from us. It therefore comes as something of a surprise to me, still, that, thanks to an insatiable curiosity about Mary, I have been able to unearth as much as I have. But to get to this level of truth and dig out every possible vestige of evidence relating to her life has consumed me at times and still leaves me endlessly wishing ‘If only I knew…’; ‘If only I could verify this…’; ‘If only there was more.’



It was my discovery of Mary’s lost portrait in January 2003 that was the catalyst for what has ended up as a twenty-year pursuit of the Seacole story. That discovery was a moment of pure serendipity, for every biographer dreams of finding a lost manuscript, a cache of letters, or perhaps a painting of their subject. When it happened to me it felt, from the very first moment, as though Fate had taken a hand and that I was meant to find it. I had first come upon Mary Seacole in around 2000, when searching for interesting women of colour in the field of nursing for my Encyclopedia of Women Social Reformers. I had been so intrigued by her story that I joined the Crimean War Research Society and, discovering early on just how contentious the subject of the medals she claimed to have been awarded for her service during the war was, I began discussing this thorny issue with members of the CWRS and the Orders and Medals Research Society.

It was Norman Gooding of the latter who, having been told of my interest in Mary, emailed just after Christmas 2002 to ask if I could identify a painting of a Black woman wearing medals that had recently come to light. It had turned up, by an absolute miracle, at a boot sale in the upmarket Cotswold town of Burford and was thought to have come from the contents of a recently deceased person’s house. Even more extraordinary was the fact that a local dealer had bought it without actually knowing the painting was there. For the portrait, painted on board, had been hidden behind a cheap Victorian print and used to back the frame, with Mary’s portrait facing inwards. It was only when he took it home that the dealer became curious about the name – ‘A. C. Challen’ – he noticed written on the back of the board and unsealed the frame to investigate.1 Had the portrait been the work of a known artist, then that might well have been the end of the story. It would have gone straight off to a London auction house; but because ‘A. C. Challen’ was unknown and the sitter was uncertain, it was instead placed in a small local auction, where another dealer, the one who sold it to me, acquired it.

I still vividly recall the moment I first set eyes on the jpeg of the painting. I knew immediately that it was Mary and from that very moment was overtaken by a powerful sense of mission. I was absolutely determined to acquire it and prevent it from disappearing abroad or into a private collection. This was because, as a historian, I felt a great sense of responsibility; I knew that now that this wonderful lost portrait of Mary Seacole had been found after over a century since Mary’s death, it had to be put on display in a major museum where it could be accessible to all. As soon as I had acquired the painting, therefore, I loaned it to the National Portrait Gallery. I also set myself the goal of unravelling Mary’s story, despite the fact that I had already heard that another writer was busy on her biography. I simply had to find out more; but I never thought for one moment that my search for Mary would be so protracted and that I would hit so many dead ends and disappointments. Indeed, the intensity and duration of my search in itself explains why Mary Seacole’s life has remained only partially explored till now. There is no quick and easy fix in tracking down this most elusive of subjects; you cannot just pop onto Google for a few hours and think it’s all going to be there, at the click of a mouse.

It strikes me as an extraordinary irony in this current age where fact checking is de rigueur in the mainstream media that so few of the true facts of Mary’s life have actually been uncovered or verified. Indeed, you will see that a great many Internet sources on her turn out to be an almost wholesale repetition of the contents of Mary’s Wonderful Adventures, or at worst an inaccurate regurgitation of it. Inevitably, so much of what has been written about Mary has been all too easily accepted at face value – a version of her life that is more wishful thinking than fact. For the reality is that Mary has made it much too difficult to track her in any linear way and few people have taken on the challenge.

So it was that what began for me as a pet research project all those years ago (at a time when I had no hope of being commissioned to write a rival biography of Mary) evolved into a very determined investigation. In my search for the truth about Mary Seacole I have needed to adopt the frame of mind of a detective opening up a cold case history and treat every clue, however small, forensically, in terms of how it can be interpreted. It has necessitated a lot of lateral thinking and, here and there, some unavoidable leaps of faith (some might say informed guesswork, but I hate the phrase). It has been slow and painstaking, at times agonisingly frustrating, and often exhausting. But there has not been a moment when I have ever wanted to abandon my mission. Maybe that sounds grandiose, but for me it really has been a mission, born of a desire to reconstruct the story of a woman of colour who was obliged by the racial, social and moral attitudes of her time to omit or obfuscate so much of the detail of her personal life, as well as her true attitude to the white establishment that for all too short a time allowed her to take centre stage. To talk of the narrative that follows as a ‘journey’ through Mary’s life is rather a limp cliché. Let us call it instead an ‘exploration’; and as we set out together, fully cognisant of its unique difficulties, we must prepare for disappointments, as well as several surprises, and accept that what will reveal itself to us is by no means a straightforward, conventional biography. In a way, that is precisely what, I hope, will make this search for Mary Seacole such a unique and fascinating experience.


	
I. Control of the territory has been disputed intermittently since the Russians annexed it in 1783. After the fall of the USSR in 1991, Crimea was recognised as an Autonomous Republic within the independent state of Ukraine but in 2014 Russia annexed it again and Crimea’s status has been disputed ever since.








CHAPTER 1 ‘THE ISLE OF SPRINGS’


We begin with Jamaica, Mary Seacole’s homeland from which springs her unique and indomitable character. Although in her Wonderful Adventures she makes much of being a proud ‘Creole’ in the Spanish meaning of criollo – native to Jamaica – she tells us little of her Jamaican homeland. She shares no sentiments about its beguiling natural beauty – seemingly so lush and beautiful, so welcoming – nor, equally, does she comment on the terrible scars left on the Jamaican landscape and its people by the iniquities of the colonial sugar trade, built there on the labour of thousands of enslaved Africans. These were brutally wrested from their homelands in West Africa and transported to the West Indies on the notorious Middle Passage in the most inhumane conditions. One might have expected Mary to have something to say on the subject, but no: she makes it implicit from the outset that she does not intend to critique the abuses of slavery under British rule in Jamaica in the historic sense. To do so would have turned her self-promotional travelogue into a polemic that might have been perceived as anti-British. She does, however, feel perfectly justified in criticising slavery’s persisting presence in the USA, which is at a remove from the British colonial reality.

The Scottish writer Charles Rampini called Jamaica ‘the land of streams and woods’, but Jamaica had been known as ‘the isle of springs’ almost since settlers first arrived.1 It was the Cubans who had named it ‘Xamayca’ when Columbus first landed there in 1494; Spanish colonists followed in 1509 and seized the territory from the native Taino Indians and were the first to exploit the sugar cane that grew there in abundance. In the interim, until 8,000 British forces sent by the Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell, seized control in 1655, the Spanish systematically hounded and exterminated the Tainos. Other nations – French, Dutch, Portuguese – meanwhile had also set their sights on plundering the islands of the West Indies of their natural riches and then, in the mid-sixteenth century, pirate raiders arrived. During British rule the pirates of Jamaica thrived and by 1660 it was the stronghold of buccaneers who terrorised shipping in and around the Caribbean, until a devastating earthquake in 1692 destroyed their stronghold at Port Royal, which was also the principal base of the British Navy in the West Indies.

With the establishment of the navy in Jamaica, more and more travellers had begun venturing there. They frequently waxed lyrical about their first sight of the island; for at first glance, from the sea, it was utterly breathtaking. Indeed, Columbus had been so taken with it that he had written to the King of Spain that ‘I had almost come to the resolution of staying here the remainder of my days: for, believe me, Sire, these countries surpass all the rest of the world in beauty.’2

Approaching by sea in the soft balmy winds of summer, under a clear and serene sky, a traveller might have thought he or she had arrived in paradise. ‘Nothing can be imagined more pleasing than the sweet refreshing gales that waft a ship along to the West Indies’ after crossing the Tropic of Cancer. Over the bows one could watch ‘the dolphin and the porpoise gamboling around, the flying-fish sporting in air’, as the eye took in the diversity of the approaching islands.3 After many weeks in the ‘dreary bosom of the wide Atlantic’, the welcome sound of ‘Land Ho!’ would send every eager passenger scuttling up on deck to spot the approaching landfall of Deseada – the first of the Caribbean islands discovered by Columbus – and, within a few hours, Antigua, Montserrat, Redonda, Nevis, St Christopher’s. Then, as the boat ran down the Caribbean Sea, the distant peaks of ‘beautiful Jamaica, the richest western jewel in the British crown[,] triumphantly loomed before the eye’.4

From the water’s edge, the low, flat ground rose gently into soft hills thick with vegetation, separated from each other by ‘vallies filled with delightful groves, through the centre of which a stream generally winds along’. Beyond, a chain of cloud-capped mountains covered in dense, dark woods rose up in ‘exquisite contrast to the soft tint of the foreground’ with its rich, fertile pastures of guinea grass and its fields of sugar cane. These alluring peaks stretched the whole extent of the 146-mile-long island, forming a natural barrier between its north and south sides; and none were more beautiful than the Blue Mountains, with the highest peak at 7,700 feet, the most easterly of them.5 Exploring this landscape the visitor would see parrots and parakeets, exquisite blue-green hummingbirds, huge and luminous dragonflies, and in the woods ‘a thousand undescribed blossoms and wild flowers’.6 The night sky was magnificent, where ‘many stars and constellations invisible in England here appear and shine with great brilliancy’ and the light of the moon was ‘so exceedingly strong, and so reflected, as frequently to give the ground, and the roofs of houses, the appearance of being slightly covered with snow.’7

One of the most romantic features of this island of ‘sylvan beauties’ was its many fine rivers, plentiful with fish – though only Black River was navigable – and its water cascades and mineral springs, for few countries in the world were ‘better watered than Jamaica’.8 In summer when the land was in full bloom, the air would seem as though ‘loaded with a fragrance from a thousand sweet shrubs and trees’; the abundance of tropical fruit was legendary.9 Visitors could gorge themselves on figs, guavas, pomegranates, pineapples, pawpaws, melons, mangoes, ackee, sweetsop and star apples, though most were not indigenous and had been imported by settlers. Cashew nuts grew in profusion as well as the predominant crops of sugar, coffee, cocoa, ginger and pimento. There were rich varieties too of cassava, maize, rice and pulses. Visitors could enjoy the wild boar, the fine beef and poultry fattened on the lush savannas, crayfish from the rivers, turtle, crab and sea fish. Other indigenous products were widely exported: cotton, indigo, rum, molasses (a side product of sugar refining) and the hard woods: logwood, fustic and mahogany. In the year of Mary Seacole’s birth, sugar was king, the trade was at its peak and Jamaica was the world’s leading exporter. But the wealth of the white planters who grew it had been built on the suffering of hundreds of thousands of enslaved people.



The uncertainties about Mary Seacole’s early life begin to unfold straightaway, with her opening sentence. It is an extraordinarily reticent one for a woman whose very strong sense of self dominates the story that follows, but it is a clear statement of intent; self-censorship will be her watchword throughout. In the list of contents for Chapter 1 she states that her opening chapter will contain ‘My Birth and Parentage’; but she then proceeds to give us a highly censored version of these details:


I was born in the town of Kingston, in the island of Jamaica, some time in the present century. As a female, and a widow, I may well be excused giving the precise date of this important event.



There is an echo here of the elliptical opening to Charles Dickens’s 1850 picaresque novel David Copperfield: ‘To begin my life with the beginning of my life, I record that I was born (as I have been informed and believe) on a Friday, at twelve o’clock at night.’ Such statements of the uncertain beginning of a life were a convention often seen in the narratives of former enslaved people – particularly African Americans – published in the decades before and after Mary’s story.10 The much-celebrated Black abolitionist Frederick Douglass opened his own Narrative by telling the reader, ‘I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record containing it.’ He knew who his mother was but his white father – who was probably his mother’s master – never acknowledged him and he did not know his date of birth. But then, as he conceded, ‘I do not remember to have ever met a slave who could tell of his birthday.’11 Had Mary seen recorded evidence of her own birth? It seems unlikely, given that she later intimated that she did not know if she had been baptised as a baby. For me, as biographer, this state of not knowing was, perversely, almost better than discovering in 2017 that Mary’s full date of birth had suddenly appeared on the World Wide Web. Click on her Wikipedia entry and it will tell you that she was born on 23 November 1805 and that the source for this is the National Library of Jamaica. But the NLJ provides no documentary proof of this date – as displayed on their website – and, when I enquired, could not tell me where the information came from.12 We are thus presented with a typical example of the unreliability of Internet ‘history’: a statement that is accepted, without verification in a primary source, and rapidly circulated as fact. In twenty years of concerted searching I haven’t found evidence anywhere of Mary’s full date of birth, although it has now been declared Mary Seacole Day in Jamaica.

We have here the first of numerous examples, as we progress through this story, of how the advent of the World Wide Web has, for historians, been very much a mixed blessing. It has undoubtedly been a force for good in making available a huge range of digitised newspapers and out-of-print books, as well as acting as a forum for the interchange of ideas, for circulating discussion and requests for information, but it has also seriously damaged standards of historical accuracy. The uncontrolled dissemination of misinformation and downright error is one of the bugbears today’s historians have to face, and in Mary’s case it presents us with several claims about her life that we will need to carefully unpick.

The fact that Mary was vague about her date of birth might in itself explain several wildly varying discrepancies that confront us in the surviving documents relating to her life; for she repeatedly got her age muddled, or chose to fudge it, for whatever reason. Some of it is deliberate coyness, which was of course the prerogative accorded to genteel Victorian ladies wishing to modestly draw a veil over how old they were. But Mary does at least say, ‘I do not mind confessing that the century and myself were both young together, and that we have grown side by side into age and consequence.’

In contrast to her American contemporaries, who have left harrowing accounts of their enslavement and open them starkly, as did Harriet Jacobs, with the bald statement ‘I was born a slave’, Mary had been born free.13 It is therefore a terrible disappointment for any biographer to have to begin their narrative by admitting to the reader that they do not know exactly when that was, or how and under what circumstances her mother was given her freedom. Even worse though is not even being able to identify Mary’s mother and father. But this was the problem that I was faced with until very late in the writing of this book, and I was mortified at the thought of having to see it published without being able to crack that particular puzzle.

Several commentators on Mary Seacole since her rediscovery in the early 1980s have tried to break through the protective brick wall she has built around the true identity of her parents. Mary was born long before the introduction of official, mandatory registration of births in Jamaica, so we only have baptismal records to go on, and these are patchy. Researchers before me had examined Jamaican parish registers for Mary’s birth around 1805, not just in Kingston but across all the Jamaican parishes, and had failed to find one that was a convincing match.14 We know from her later marriage that she was ‘Mary Grant’ and her name at death was registered (by a relative) as ‘Mary Jane Seacole’. But where did the ‘Jane’ come from? Was this the name of her mother, speculated Jane Robinson in her 2005 biography?

This suggestion was jumped on with alacrity across the Internet as well as published sources on Mary and repeated as fact without any substantiation. Jane has till now been set in stone, and as I completed my first draft, I resigned myself to never finding confirmation of whether this was correct. But then, one morning I received a call from my researcher in Jamaica, Ann Marie. Down in the chilly document room of the archives, she had finally found that elusive entry in the baptismal register. After a long and fruitless initial search, she had sensed my bitter disappointment at hearing the bad news. So, refusing to accept defeat, she had returned to Kingston to go further back in the records and there the baptism was, waiting to be found. It turned out that everyone had been looking in the wrong place and the wrong time frame.

We shall come to the actual baptism at a more opportune moment, but one thing is certain: Mary’s mother was not called Jane. The names of her parents given on her baptism entry are John Grant and Rebecca Grant. No, not ‘John Grant and his wife Rebecca’, or ‘Mr and Mrs John Grant’; like so many mixed-heritage relationships at that time, this was a common-law partnership. Rebecca would appear to have been a Grant in her own right and had probably been given the surname of the master – named Grant – to whom she had originally been enslaved, as was the common practice.I

What’s in a name? Well, when it is Grant, one lets out a huge groan at the prospect of genealogical mountains to climb, especially when there are two of them.

We shall come to John Grant in the next chapter, but first to Rebecca. She must, at the least, have been of mixed heritage – then termed ‘mulatto’ – for the law in Jamaica deemed that any enslaved person given their freedom had to be ‘above the shade of mulatto’. Jamaican manumissions were always heavily weighted in favour of females, and we can only assume that her Grant master had given Rebecca her freedom some time before Mary’s birth.15 As a ‘mulatto’, she would most likely have been a domestic servant rather than a field worker. Such women were given household jobs – as seamstresses, cooks, washerwomen, nursemaids – or, more significantly, sick nurses – not just on the plantations but in urban areas like Kingston. It is probable that Rebecca met John Grant in Kingston, but Mary was not born there, contrary to what every source on the World Wide Web asserts.

Kingston as Mary’s place of birth is the first of numerous red herrings circulating on Mary Seacole’s life. She herself is the source of it and it is a deliberate piece of obfuscation. According to crucial correspondence in the Jamaican Daily Gleaner in the 1930s, Mary Grant – as she then was – was born 80 miles west of Kingston at a small hamlet called Haughton, near Lacovia, in the parish of St Elizabeth. This was confirmed at first hand ‘by a much respected merchant of Black River’ who had known Mary.16 Perhaps she had felt that such an obscure place as Haughton would mean nothing to her Victorian readers with no geographical knowledge of Jamaica. They might, after all, have had some idea of where Kingston the capital was located, for it had been a major British military and naval base since the beginning of the eighteenth century. Perhaps she wanted to deflect from any possible identification of her mother, had she given her true place of birth. It is all part of the smokescreen Mary carefully creates in order to protect the identity of her parents and their common-law relationship from scrutiny.

Another Gleaner correspondent in 1938 was delighted to have it confirmed that Mary had come from the Lacovia area and that ‘Coby’ – as the English locals called it – had ‘produced something more than cashew-nuts and bankra baskets’.17 The town was so named after the large sugar estates there owned by the Haughton and James families. Nearby Lacovia gets its name from the Spanish la caoba for the mahogany that grew in profusion all around. Located 7 miles inland from the coast – with little more than a church and two taverns – it alternated with the port of Black River as the capital of St Elizabeth until Black River took over permanently in 1773. Lacovia was a busy transit point for the shipment from the estates of sugar, molasses, rum, mahogany, logwood, pimento and other goods down to Black River and had thus grown prosperous during the eighteenth century. Mary clearly knew this area well, as she chose to go and live at Black River in the 1830s.

With regard to Mary’s mixed parentage, in Jamaica at that time there was no stigma attached to being born illegitimate, for so many mixed-heritage children were the product of liaisons between white British planters or transient military men and Jamaican women. The prevalence of such relationships was largely due to the shortage of white women in the colony; few genteel white European women volunteered themselves for the exigencies of the oppressive climate so far away from home and the risk of fever for which Jamaica was notorious. Interracial relationships therefore became common and were widely accepted on the island, although very few such couples married. As Lucille Mathurin Mair explains: ‘Marrying white was almost too much for the brown woman to aspire to; she settled for the role of concubine.’18 In any event, many of these military men already had wives back home and were not free to marry. White men in Jamaica therefore often installed Black and mixed-heritage women in their homes as ‘housekeepers’, providing for their children and acknowledging them even in their wills. This much was socially acceptable; indeed, many women of colour at the time, rather than marry men within their own Black and mixed-heritage racial group (whom they generally saw as ‘too poor or too indolent to support a wife and family’), felt it was ‘more genteel to be the kept mistress of a white man’, viewing marriage itself as ‘an unnecessary restraint’. Certainly, there are no mixed marriages recorded in Kingston before 1814, according to Jamaican historian Aleric Josephs.19

When writing her book, Mary Seacole was astute enough to know that, in Victorian Britain, the straitlaced, conventional white audience she was writing for would have been highly disapproving of such irregular relationships and she glosses over whether her parents were actually married. In so doing she also carefully minimises the fact of her own illegitimate ‘racial amalgamation’ at a time when miscegenation and racial difference were coming increasingly under critical debate. In order to get on in the world, she needed to present a respectable public persona right from her very first sentence that would win her the acceptance she craved.20

We do not know Rebecca Grant’s reason for choosing to give birth at Lacovia, but it must have been due to some family connection. Perhaps she herself had been born at one of the plantations there and it had been her childhood home. She may have needed to give birth away from Kingston, in secret; she was, after all, only about fifteen at the time, according to her age at death (though, like so many life events in this story, we cannot be sure it is correct). She must have returned to Kingston fairly soon after Mary’s birth; one senses that her child’s Scottish father John Grant acknowledged his daughter and made provision for her, which would explain why Mary had such sentimental recall of him. White fathers did not necessarily abandon children such as Mary born to them of Black and mixed-heritage women; indeed, they often had loving relationships with them. Such a child would usually receive a Christian baptism during the first six months, since in Jamaican Obeah belief, an unchristened baby might be carried away by ghosts and become a wandering spirit. But in Jamaica a lot of baptisms occurred many years later, or never took place at all.21 Whereas in Britain an illegitimate child went by the unmarried mother’s surname, in Jamaica it was different. The children of unmarried parents were generally given the father’s, not the mother’s, surname. Fortunately for Mary, that problem did not occur, for it would seem that Grant was Rebecca Grant’s given name.

In terms of her own ethnicity, Mary did not in fact ever refer to herself as Black.22 In the racial terms employed in the colonies at the time she would have been classified ethnically as a ‘quadroon’ (white/mulatto). Today she would more likely be described as mixed-heritage; in Jamaican patois she is often referred to as a ‘browning’. When writing her book, she clearly sought to downplay the degree of her ‘blackness’ – for obvious reasons of acceptance – by emphasising her mixed Scottish-Jamaican heritage. Indeed, in the Crimean section of her narrative she refers to herself as an ‘English woman’. As Dr William Lloyd noted in the late 1830s: ‘I have remarked in the tropics how much the residents think of England; all classes, even the negroes, calling it “home”.’ Certainly, in the official sense Mary was a British subject, because Jamaica was a British colony, but she never sought to deny her ‘Creole’ identity, in which she also took considerable pride; it was rather a case of being determined that her service to Queen and the Mother Country legitimised her status as a kind of honorary Englishwoman.23

As Rebecca and her daughter Mary were both seen as ‘Free Coloureds’, they were given privileges not accorded to those lower down the Jamaican racial hierarchy – for example they were allowed to own property, including enslaved people – and actively sought to distance themselves from any link to Africa in their aspiration to higher status in Jamaican society.24 More importantly, Rebecca would have achieved improved social standing through her relationship with a white man and having a half-Scottish daughter. Little wonder, then, that Mary Seacole makes every effort to capitalise on the authenticity of her paternal line, in which she takes such evident pride.

But who was John Grant, the man who had ensured that she had ‘good Scotch blood coursing in my veins’?


	
I. The discovery of the baptism was tempered by the fact that, disappointingly, it did not give Mary’s date of birth, as baptism entries often do, and which I had been fervently hoping would be the case.








CHAPTER 2 ‘MY FATHER WAS A SOLDIER, OF AN OLD SCOTCH FAMILY’


The failure to name or identify parents is not unusual in nineteenth-century narratives of Black people, but usually it is of those who have been enslaved. In her own History, dictated in 1829, Mary Prince, a formerly enslaved woman from Bermuda, failed to give the first names of either of the parents from whom she was cruelly taken and sold; and Nancy Prince (no relation), writing her own Narrative in 1850, identified her parents only as an unnamed household slave and a sawyer, Thomas Gardner.1 Harriet Jacobs in her later, 1861 story of her sufferings under slavery, despite speaking of her mother with particular affection, does not name either parent. One would imagine, therefore, given her beaming pride in her Scottish military connection, that Mary Seacole would have wished to proclaim the name of her father loud and clear. This ancestry is, after all, fundamental to her personality and to ‘that energy and activity which are not always found in [the] Creole race’. For from the outset, Mary sets herself apart from the ‘lazy Creole’ – as she perceives those of her fellow Jamaicans with a disinclination for hard work – the reason for her difference being her Scottish aptitude for enterprise, for ‘I am sure that I do not know what it is to be indolent.’2

In early nineteenth-century Jamaica, many plantation owners, estate managers and overseers, as well as merchants in the seaports, were from Scotland. The first Scottish immigrants had been deportees, particularly those rounded up after the failed Jacobite rising and sent to Jamaica during 1745-46. The subsequent exodus of Scots, many from the Lowlands, during the second half of the eighteenth century brought a considerable influx of adventurous and well-educated young men with professional qualifications such as in medicine and the law.3 Writing in her journal in 1801, Lady Maria Nugent – American wife of the governor of Jamaica and resident there 1801-5 – noted how the adaptable Scots dominated many professions: ‘almost all the agents, attorneys, merchants and shopkeepers are of that country, and really do deserve to thrive in this, they are so industrious.’4

When it comes to identifying soldier John Grant, we are severely hamstrung from the outset by the ordinariness of the name. In Jamaica, Grant is the tenth most common surname, and it is a mercy that Mary’s mother had a less common given name, or I would have made little progress in tracking her down. Indeed, if Mary had not told us her father was a soldier, we would be doomed to failure. Even so, in the British Army there are several John and ‘J’ Grants listed in the period we need to consider. And unfortunately the search for Mary’s father has been further complicated by the suggestion, made in 2005, that he might have been Lieutenant James Grant of the 60th Regiment – then known as the Royal Americans – a possibility that for years has sent everyone chasing after the wrong man.5 This candidacy was heavily swayed by the fact that Mary’s sister, Louisa Grant, was born (according to her death certificate) in around 1815. Based on the assumption that the same man fathered them both, a suitable soldier Grant had to be found to fit that time frame.

The only regiments stationed in the West Indies in both of the crucial conception periods of 1804-5 and 1814-15 were the 60th, 83rd, 85th and some of the West India regiments. James Grant seemed to fit the bill and no sooner was he posited as a possible father than his name was disseminated all over the Web. But when I researched this James Grant of the 60th in detail, I discovered that although the 1st and 6th battalions were in Jamaica during the period in question, he was in fact in the 2nd battalion, which was not based in Jamaica at all, but in Barbados and then Berbice in Guyana.6 Pending my eleventh-hour discovery of the baptism naming John Grant, my search for Mary’s father had hit a brick wall.

So who are the best candidates for the John Grant who fathered Mary (leaving Louisa out of the equation for now)? Mary implies he was in the regular army, and we have to take that on trust. We can therefore discount the local militia composed of volunteer civilians and narrow our field to the Army Lists for Jamaica in the period 1804-5. Once we do this, we are left with really only two choices: Lieutenant John Grant of the 2nd West India Regiment and Captain John (Alexander Francis) Grant of the 85th Regiment.

We are lucky enough to have a good idea of the first John Grant’s movements in the period concerned, thanks to the survival of his ‘Statement of Service’ in War Office files at the National Archives, Kew, submitted by him in February 1810.7 John had originally joined the army in Scotland as an ensign in March 1793, transferring to the 14th (Bedfordshire) Regiment of Foot the following year. He was promoted to Lieutenant and served with the 14th in the capacity of marines, in and around Brittany and the Channel Islands before the regiment was posted out to the West Indies. From 1794 he was based in the Leeward Islands – probably Martinique – over 1,000 miles southeast of Jamaica.8 His service there till 1800 saw him in action against the French at Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent, Trinidad and the siege of Pointe-à-Pitre in Guadeloupe.

On 23 December 1800, after being promoted to Captain, John transferred to the 2nd West India regiment based in Kingston. But we now encounter a problem: the muster books show that for much of the ensuing period John Grant was On Command with a detachment in Providence in the Bahamas, 600 miles from Jamaica, except for the period May to August 1804, when he was back in Kingston. This means that he could only be Mary’s father if her birth date of 23 November 1805 is incorrect. She would need to have been born not much later than April 1805, for after August 1804 John was back in the Bahamas. He returned to Jamaica in 1808 when he was promoted to Major to replace officers sent to Portugal for the Peninsular War, but in the spring of 1809 he was dispatched with the regiment to San Domingo on the island of Dominica, to assist the Spanish there in driving out French invaders. Returning to Jamaica in September, the regiment was then sent off again at the end of the year – back to the Bahamas, to relieve the 7th West India. It is presumably there that John Grant fell sick and died, on 29 August 1810. His death is noted in the Army Lists, but there is no record of his burial in Kingston, nor is there any sign of a will; nor have burial records for the Bahamas at this time survived.9 This scenario, if correct, means that John Grant of the 2nd West India Regiment probably did not father Mary Seacole, and he was certainly not the father of her sister Louisa.

The other John Grant – of the 85th – came from an Inverness-shire family with a strong military background. He was born on 18 June 1776, probably in Boston or Rhode Island,I where his father, another John, had been sent with ‘Campbell’s Company’ – Highlanders commanded by Captain Archibald Campbell of the 78th Regiment – after the outbreak of the American Revolution the previous year.10 John senior was later based in the West Indies for seven years, 1793-1800, and all three of his sons followed him into the army.11 John Alexander joined the regiment of Highland FootII as an ensign in November 1794 when it was newly formed by the 4th Duke of Gordon with many men drawn from his estates. The following December, at the age of eighteen, he transferred to the 85th as a lieutenant. The 85th was stationed in Jamaica at just the right time in our scenario, 1802-8, for him to have fathered Mary in early 1805, if the 23 November birthdate is correct. But the following year John got married, on 2 March, in St Catherine parish just west of Kingston, to a Mary Elizabeth Correvant, who, with her brother, were heirs to an estate named Orange Grove in St Catherine parish.12
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Given the reputation of the British Army in Jamaica at the time, it is more than possible that before settling down to a conventional marriage with a white wife, John Alexander Grant had struck up a relationship with a local free woman of colour – Rebecca Grant. In order for this to happen, Rebecca would have needed to be resident in Kingston, where he was stationed, by 1804. It may be that she took her surname from a family of four Scottish Grant brothers in Kingston for whom she, or even her mother, worked as a domestic servant or nurse. These Grants had, since the mid-eighteenth century, made good as provision merchants supplying to the naval base at Port Royal. The first we have note of is Robert Grant, who in 1787 had been the contractor for supplying provisions to the Royal Navy there; in 1799 Alexander Grant was the agent responsible for the supply of fresh beef to HM ships. Messrs Alexander Grant & Brothers had a wharf and counting house in Kingston and the company went through several incarnations, by 1815 becoming known as Alexander Grant & Co.13 In the 1790s and 1800s the Grant brothers were paying the poll tax on properties in Water Lane, East Street and Sutton Street in Kingston – all locations later associated with Mary – not far from the harbour where they had their wharf. A John Grant is listed at Water Lane in 1792 and 1793. He and Robert are noted in the Kingston Assessment Book as owners of nine enslaved people in 1793, who probably worked either in their household or on their wharf.14

Just when we think we are on the right track with Mary’s father, alas, we learn that John Alexander Francis Grant’s life was cut short, and with it any chance of proving a connection to Mary. He died only five months after his marriage, in Spanish Town on 8 August 1806. If he really was Mary Seacole’s father, then the sad fact is that Mary, who was still a baby at the time, never really knew him.

There is one small detail in John Alexander’s favour: his mother’s name was Jane, which is the middle name Mary later adopted, perhaps in memory of that elusive Scottish paternal connection.15 Another reason for favouring this John is that from 1802 the 85th comprised a single battalion corps, thus sparing us from any confusion between battalions and their possible dispersal elsewhere in the West Indies. This battalion spent six uneventful years in a settled tour of duty in Jamaica, the first years to 1807 in Kingston and Spanish Town.

It is very tempting to fix on John Alexander Francis Grant as Mary Seacole’s father, but there is of course a catch. If that birthdate of 23 November 1805 turns out to be wrong, then we could be back to square one and two possible fathers. Such agonising uncertainty is par for the course in genealogical research, but one of the biggest frustrations in writing this biography has been my inability to identify Mary’s father with absolute certainty. Nor, for that matter, do I know anything of Rebecca’s origins. I wanted so much to restore this part of Mary’s lost story, not just because I hate being defeated by genealogical puzzles, but more because of my sadness that Mary had been obliged to conceal the details of her parentage from us. It is the greatest irony that the man who left such an indelible mark on her psyche probably played no actual role in her young life.

But one thing does make a lot of sense in the midst of all this uncertainty: the early demise of Mary’s father explains her very misty and romanticised sense of him, based on probably a very subliminal, if any, recall at all and only what her mother told her of him. Nevertheless, the all-too-brief presence in her life of a white Scottish father had clearly meant a great deal, for in later years Mary would regularly remind friends and acquaintances of her Scottish heritage. As Crimean War artist William Simpson noted, ‘She told me that she had Scotch blood in her veins. I must say she did not look like it, but the old lady spoke proudly of this point in her genealogy.’16 No wonder; it was more important to her almost than her ethnicity, for it legitimised Mary in the eyes of her Victorian readers and gave her a degree of social cachet. Not long before her death, the Eastbourne Gazette noted her descent ‘from an old Scotch family’ and that Mary ‘claimed her right to be an Englishwoman because her father was a Scotchman, and herself a free-born slave in British dominions.’17



As an adjunct to my search for Mary’s parents I have also spent many years trying to find Louisa Grant’s baptism, in hopes that in the absence of Mary’s, hers might name them. Once again, very late in the writing of this book, I found myself adding new information that I had never expected to find. The discovery of Rebecca Grant opened up new avenues for research and enabled me to confirm what I had long suspected but till then could not prove – that Mary and Louisa did not share the same father. As we have seen, both our John Grant candidates were dead before Louisa’s presumed conception in around 1814/15. While I was engaged in a concerted attempt to pin down John Grant, Ann Marie, after much scouring of the records, came up with new information that confirmed how very little we really know about Mary’s early life. Ann Marie’s search in the Kingston parish church baptisms for the period 1800 to 1830 revealed that Mary was in fact one of several children to whom Rebecca Grant gave birth between 1805 and 1820 – all of them by different fathers. This discovery reveals a complex web of irregular and extended family relationships that, while they are a genealogist’s nightmare in terms of their unravelling, are fascinating. For they indicate the extent to which Mary felt compelled to create an entirely false front about her ancestry. But then, to be fair, she was not writing an autobiography, but an account of her heroic exploits in war, within a very tight time frame. Her Jamaican home and family connections are very consciously omitted as not being part of that story.



If, as I have argued, John Alexander Francis Grant of the 85th was indeed Mary’s father, and had disappeared from her life by 1806, then it is no surprise at all to discover that by 1808, two years after his death, Rebecca Grant had entered into a new relationship. This resulted in another illegitimate child, born when she was about twenty. A son – George Seddon Henriques – a ‘free mulatto’ born on 2 February 1809 to Rebecca Grant and an Abraham Henriques in Kingston, was baptised in March that year.18 Ann Marie and I checked very carefully for rival Rebecca Grants, but the only other one baptising children in this same period is Rebecca Grant, née Malcolm, of Burnt Savannah, who married a John Grant in 1806 and baptised several children in the years to 1820 in St Elizabeth parish; but none of them were named Mary, or Louisa. I cannot of course be 100 per cent certain about this child called George, except to say that the name Henriques is significant. His father Abraham was almost certainly of Sephardi Jewish heritage and the name will appear again in Mary’s story, suggesting that this indeed is our Rebecca.

Within a couple of years or so, another son, Edward, was born to Rebecca; Mary confirms his existence in her Wonderful Adventures, though by first name only. In his case too there is no baptism to be found, although it has always been thought that he was born between Mary and Louisa. According to Mary’s will, this brother Edward had a son named Edward Ambleton; so we can only assume that an Ambleton had fathered Edward senior. All searches for any Grant connection to Ambletons have, however, drawn a complete blank, although Mary did later stand as godparent to her nephew at his baptism.

More genealogical surprises follow: in 1905 a Daily Gleaner source spoke of Mary’s sisters (plural) and another till now unknown sister, Amelia Campbell, was indeed born – a ‘free quadroon’ – to Rebecca Grant on 4 October 1815.19 Without Rebecca’s name I could never have found her, but we can be certain of Amelia’s half-sister relationship to Mary because of later evidence that we shall come to, even though her father’s name is not given in the baptismal entry.

There remains, however, a looming problem with the sister we do know about, Louisa, who has her own claim to fame thanks to the writer Anthony Trollope.

For all the years that I have been working on Mary Seacole, Louisa has always seemed a certainty, a fixed point in her story because she had later enjoyed a degree of celebrity in her own right. But since pinpointing Mary’s parents, it now would seem that Louisa was only a half-sister, although she chose to adopt Rebecca’s surname rather than use that of the man who fathered her. She was in fact born three years later than her age at death suggested (which is no surprise, as it was not registered by a relative), on 24 May 1818, ‘a free quadroon’, daughter of ‘Rebecca Grant and Jacob Delmar’. Louisa was actually baptised on the same day as Amelia Campbell – 22 June 1818. Indeed, they share the same entry in the baptism register, suggesting the girls were baptised together and thus were half-sisters. Two years later, another child was born to Rebecca Grant and Jacob Delmar – James Alexander, a ‘free brown’, baptised on 29 July 1820 like all his siblings at Kingston parish church. But of George Seddon Henriques and James Alexander Delmar there is, so far, no further record. Perhaps they died young for there is no sign of a marriage or children for either of them.20 III

Whether Rebecca’s children all grew up at home with her or were farmed out to relatives, and how she supported them we simply do not know, and Mary stubbornly refuses to tell us: ‘It is not my intention to dwell at any length upon the recollections of my childhood.’ As regards her own early years, we are presented instead with another obfuscation: ‘I was taken by a very old lady, who brought me up in her household among her own children.’21

Having given birth to her so young, Mary’s mother was far too immature to cope with rearing a child and would have needed to work to support her. What this statement does suggest, however, is that of all the six half-siblings, the eldest Mary received a degree of preferential treatment, and her father John may well have made provisions for her before his own untimely death. White European men in Jamaica often provided for their illegitimate children’s education, and the wealthier ones even sent them to school in England; some even set their common-law partners up in business. Rebecca had clearly wanted her daughter to benefit from a good upbringing, and in this respect, young Mary Grant was exceptionally fortunate. For this elderly lady clearly acted as an unofficial godmother-cum-patroness and may well have been white. This was not strange, according to Jamaican historian Aleric Josephs, ‘as it was accepted practice for white ladies to act as godmothers to coloured offsprings of white men.’22 Mary’s upbringing, therefore, would, adds Josephs, have been ‘in keeping with the “idlenesss” of white upper- and middle-class girls’ in Jamaica. Perhaps her patroness tutored her at home herself or paid others to do so. Certainly, in the Wonderful Adventures Mary demonstrates a high degree of literacy and a knowledge of the classics, of poetry, literature, geography and science that goes well beyond the basic reading and writing skills offered to most mixed-heritage children in her position.

Mary does not reveal exactly where her patroness lived; but a little-known 1932 Jamaican source states that ‘sometimes Mary was with an aged relative who lived at 57 Water Lane.’23 Water Lane, as we know, was where the Grant family mentioned earlier owned property, too much perhaps to be a coincidence. It really is the only solid connection we have to date. What is certain is that young Mary enjoyed a degree of protection during those early years that kept her well insulated from the busy and riotous town that Kingston was at the time.


	
I. At this time soldiers were allowed to take wives and even children with them under the military ‘on the strength’ rules allowing a ratio of seven women to travel with every company of 100 men. The regiment had fifty-seven women with it in 1779.

	
II. It was renamed the 100th Foot and then the 92nd; it was not till 1881 that it became known as the Gordon Highlanders.

	
III. Jacob Delmar moved on to another partner, Mary Ann King, and had a daughter by her in 1826; it may be that Louisa chose to be known as Grant out of loyalty to her mother.








CHAPTER 3 ‘THE MOST BROILING PLACE IN THE UNIVERSE’


The British mercantile and naval port of Kingston lay in a landlocked bay that was almost like a lagoon, 6 miles long and about 2 miles wide, with Port Royal the naval base located on a spit of land at the far western end. Founded in 1692 to replace the original capital Port Royal that had been destroyed in a violent earthquake, it was considered ‘the largest, best built, most opulent, and populous town’ in the West Indies.1

Despite Jamaica being a British colony for well over a century, at the beginning of the 1800s, Kingston still had a strongly Hispanic atmosphere. Overall, there was quite a divergence in the houses, from noble-looking stone or brick-built colonial buildings to ramshackle wooden hovels. Most were low, to a maximum of two storeys. With many of the wooden houses in close proximity to each other, Kingston suffered serious fires in 1780, 1782, and a third in 1843. The streets were laid out on a grid, with the major thoroughfare being the long, straight King Street of colonnaded houses running due north, crossed east–west by the commercial hub of Harbour Street, where many taverns were located. There was a central square, known as the Parade, in the middle of town complete with a fountain that marked the location of the old colonial administration. Kingston also boasted a theatre, a courthouse, a hospital, a jail and a mental hospital. Aside from its parish church, it provided places of worship for Jews and Catholics (Roman Catholicism having been brought in by refugees from San Domingo), as well as various Nonconformist chapels.

Lady Maria Nugent, who lived at Spanish Town – Jamaica’s then capital – thought Kingston a degenerate place when she visited: the ‘Resort of all the disorderly and mischievous Part of the Community, both Natives and Foreigners’. She lived in dread of infection from the enslaved people who had fled there from San Domingo and daily anticipated conspiracy and uprising from these ‘alien blacks’. Baptist missionary William Knibb was unequivocal when he arrived in 1825. He had, he exclaimed, entered hell on earth: ‘I have now reached the land of sin, disease, and death, where Satan reigns with awful power, and carries multitudes captive at his will.’ The white population was ‘debauched’; the ‘sons of Africa’ were ‘poor, oppressed, benighted and despised’. The ‘cursed blast of slavery’ had ‘like a pestilence, withered almost every moral bloom’. Kingston was without doubt ‘the foulest blot under heaven’.2

White colonists wilted in its blistering summer heat and were mercilessly felled by tropical disease.3 Lady Nugent thought it ‘the most broiling place in the universe’. Anna Maria Falconbridge found the heat ‘much more oppressive than I ever felt it in Africa’, complaining that ‘before I had been in Kingston a week, I was tan’d almost as brown as a mulatto.’4 In high summer, clouds of dust from Kingston’s narrow, sandy roadways covered everything; but with the onset of the second heavy rainy season in October the heat-baked streets would be inundated with water washed down in torrents from the mountains. ‘Flood succeeds to flood, until we are ready to think the days of Noah again appear,’ as one resident wrote, for most of the streets were unpaved with no gutters to carry the excess water away.5

During the days of slavery, captives brought in from Africa had been sold on the block at the Kingston Sunday Markets and elsewhere, condemned to lives of miserable servitude and hard labour. Back in Britain, public outrage at the abuses of slavery had led to a growing abolitionist campaign. Parliament was repeatedly lobbied both to abolish not just the trade itself, which came in 1807, but also to free enslaved people in all parts of the British Empire. In 1815 there were around 30,000 whites and 261,400 people of colour in Jamaica, of whom 250,000 were enslaved, 10,000 free and the remainder Maroons (Africans who had escaped from their enslavement into wild mountain country during the Spanish occupation). By the 1820s, Kingston was in the heyday of its prosperity and had become the ‘great emporium of the foreign commerce’. Its spacious commercial harbour and wharfs were piled high during the busy harvest time with ‘puncheons of rum, hogsheads of sugar, tierces of coffee and ginger, bales of cotton, bags of pimento, legs of mahogany and cedar, and immense piles of logwood, fustic, lignum-vitae, and ebony black and green, besides produce of minor import, such as arrow-root, castor oil, tobacco, India corn’. This is not to mention a vast range of supplies arriving at the harbour from England and America – hogsheads of coal, barrels of herrings, salt beef, pork and butter… vehicles, machinery, barrels of flour, planks, boards, timber and so on.6 Kingston was at the nexus of the trade east across the Atlantic to Britain and Spain, north to Cuba, San Domingo and the USA; south to Panama and South America beyond.

Passengers arriving at the harbour would land near the fish market at the bottom of town, where they immediately would notice the very diverse mix of people – tradesmen, higglers and street vendors ‘of every shade of colour’. Market days – especially the Sunday ‘negro market’ – brought throngs of people from outlying districts into the town, many carrying their bulky loads of goods such as yams, plantains and bananas in large bamboo baskets on their heads, others with donkeys and mules heavily weighed down with bankra baskets full of produce. The ‘free coloureds’, as mixed-heritage women were then referred to, were especially striking with their glossy black hair and brilliant dark eyes, as one traveller remarked in 1833. They were noted for their gaudy appearance, in their showy turbans or large panama hats and brightly patterned, ostentatious gowns, with strings of coloured beads round their necks, large gold earrings and bracelets, short petticoats and bare feet.7 Lady Nugent was dismayed to see the sapping effect on the white man of the seductive charms of free women of colour once it began to work on them: ‘In the upper ranks, they become indolent and inactive, regardless of every thing but eating, drinking, and indulging themselves, and are almost entirely under the dominion of their mulatto favourites.’8

Many of these women, as another resident noted, had ‘received an education which puts them on a level with the middle ranks of England’ and it brought them a degree of respect within the community. Indeed, as James Phillippo observed, ‘In their houses, dress, personal appearance (complexion excepted), general deportment, wealth, morals, and religion, many of them are on an equality with the most respectable of the whites.’9 This is the level of social status that Mary aspired to among her white British patrons. Writing in 1823, John Stewart noted that the free women of colour felt ‘a kind of pride in being removed some degrees from the negro race, and affect[ed] as much as possible the manners and customs of the white’; they were encouraged to think of themselves as much as British as Jamaicans.10

The best opportunity Rebecca Grant and her daughter Mary had for enhancing their status came through Rebecca’s business, for, as Mary tells us: ‘My mother kept a boarding-house in Kingston.’ Running lodging houses – as they were more commonly referred to in Jamaica – was a profession taken up by numerous enterprising free women of colour; it was indeed ‘one of the few means of economic and possibly social independence for women during and after slavery’.11 Some of these women raised enough money to buy houses to run their own businesses in, or more commonly rented their premises.

In the case of Mary’s mother’s lodging house, we unfortunately run up against another puzzle. Water Lane where young Mary was in the care of her elderly patroness was only three streets up from the seafront in downtown Kingston, and No. 57 at the junction with Maiden Lane was located in an area full of lodging houses, many of them on the two long streets running north from there – Duke Street and East Street. During this time Mary tells us that she made frequent visits to her mother’s lodging house, which must have been fairly close by. But Rebecca Grant was only in her twenties. Could she really have had her own business that young? It seems more likely that initially Rebecca might have been working for someone else. But where? It is time for us to deconstruct one of the most persistent myths in the Seacole story.






CHAPTER 4 THE MYTH OF BLUNDELL HALL


It is all Anthony Trollope’s fault: open any published source on Mary Seacole, or access at random one of the numberless Web articles and blogs about her, and one of the first things you will be told is that Mary Seacole ran a lodging house in Kingston named Blundell Hall that had been her mother’s before her. This is simply not so. Rebecca Grant never owned or ran Blundell Hall; nor did Mary either. Neither of them appear in the Tax Assessment Rolls for the property. The business was her sister Louisa Grant’s enterprise, but even she did not own the premises. She rented them in around 1858 from Henry Franklin, the executor of the estate of a well-known Kingston woman of colour named Grace Blundell, who had died in 1855.1

In his popular 1860 travelogue The West Indies and the Spanish Main, the English novelist Trollope inadvertently set everyone off on this false trail. For in it he described how he had arrived in Jamaica early in 1859 and ‘took up my abode at Blundel [sic] Hall, and found that the landlady in whose custody I had placed myself was a sister of good Mrs Seacole’.2 This, combined with a misreading of something Mary says later in Wonderful Adventures when she leaves for Panama (which we shall come to), has prompted many commentators to rush off down the wrong rabbit hole.

In order to fully understand and unpick this part of Mary’s story, we need to take a closer look at Grace Blundell. She was born Grace Boyden in 1788, the daughter of Joseph Boyden, a white planter at Port Royal, and a ‘mulatto woman’, Rosanna Bullock.3 In the 1816 Jamaica Almanac, Boyden is listed as having sixty-eight enslaved people working on his coffee plantation at Windsor Lodge; as a master, he had an ugly reputation. In 1818 he was prosecuted under the Slave Act for ‘cruelly, maliciously, and wantonly maltreating, by flogging and marking in different parts of the body, a Sambo slave, named Amey, his property, jointly with others.’ The judge sent him to jail for six months and gave Amey her freedom.4

There is no record of Grace’s marriage to a man named Blundell; theirs, like Mary’s parents’, was no doubt a common-law relationship. A William Blundell is listed in the Poll Tax Roll in East Street for 1819-35 who died in the Kingston Public Hospital in 1844, and it may well be him.5 It is likely he was related to the prominent Liverpool Blundell family of merchants, for in 1774 Jonathon Blundell junior had come to Jamaica and co-founded Rainford, Blundell & Rainford, one of the leading merchant and ‘Guinea-Factor’I firms in Kingston. The company advertised auctions of hundreds of ‘choice young Quaw, Chamba and Ebo negroes’ brought from what is present-day Nigeria on the Middle Passage. In the period 1785-96, Rainford, Blundell & Rainford ‘sold 11,698 captives arriving on Liverpool vessels alone, especially those of William Boats, one of Liverpool’s premier slaving merchants.’6
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Blundell Hall was located at the bottom of East Street, near the junction with Water Lane. Jonathon Blundell junior probably built it as his town house in the 1780s, at around the same time as the equally famous Date Tree Hall went up next door.7 After funding thirty-seven Middle Passage voyages between 1779 and 1793, the Blundells stopped trading in enslaved people.8 Jonathon Blundell died in Kingston in 1800 but appears to have left descendants. If the property had not already been in the Blundell family, then Grace may well have bought it, because under the Abolition Act of 1833 she was compensated for seven enslaved people to the tune of £408. 7s. 11d. (the equivalent of over £49,000 today). Some time in the 1830s she appears to have turned Blundell Hall into one of Kingston’s best-known lodging houses. However, there is no documentary confirmation that the residence had that name until after 1840, when we have three very clear eyewitness sightings of Grace operating it as such and ‘Mr Blundell’ is specifically listed in the Poll Tax Roll for Blundell Hall in 1844.9

Blundell Hall certainly acquired a good reputation by the 1840s; arriving in Kingston in March 1840, Quaker minister Joseph John Gurney wrote of being met at the harbour and being conducted to ‘Grace Blundell’s Hotel, in East Street, where we found a clean and airy dwelling, with even luxurious accommodation’. In September 1842, Prince Christophe of Haiti was reported in the Jamaica Morning Journal as having ‘taken up his abode at the lodging house of Mrs Bloundell [sic] in lower East Street’. Two years later, other travellers reported being met off the boat and ‘conducted to the lodgings kept by Grace Blundell’.10 What is so important about this evidence is that it comes in the crucial period when her mother was, according to Mary, running her own lodging house, prior to the Kingston fire of 1843.

Let us pause for a moment to take a look at the lodging houses of Kingston, for Mary herself ran a very successful one in the late 1840s – so she tells us – and Blundell Hall, situated at No. 8 East Street, was a typical example of the better-quality ones. Jamaicans referred to them often as ‘halls’ or occasionally taverns, rather than hotels or inns. The majority in Kingston in the first half of the nineteenth century were conveniently placed close to the waterfront in order to capture the custom of weary passengers from the Post Office steam packets and other commercial and private shipping arriving daily on the island. After enduring long and exhausting sea journeys, visitors were eager to find a comfortable and welcoming place to stay.

In the run-up to the abolition of slavery and then in the immediate post-liberation period, many evangelical visitors, missionaries, colonialists and do-gooders, as well as the curious traveller, had something to say about the lodging houses of Kingston, if only to complain about their high prices (8 shillings a day or 40 shillings a week; wine extra).11

By 1844 there were 157 lodging-house keepers in Jamaica, of whom eighty-eight were female.12 It is rare to find an advertisement for a lodging house of this period but this one on Lower King Street, run by a Mrs Edwards and advertised in the 1843 Guide to the Madeiras, Azores, British and Foreign West Indies, would have been a typical example.

[image: Image]

It is the female lodging-house keepers who are frequently named by travellers, rather than the male ones, and many of them accrued considerable wealth in so doing. They were more willing to tolerate the domestic chores that such work entailed and many were excellent cooks as well as being natural care-givers and sick nurses. As traveller Trelawney Wentworth noted in the 1830s, all the ‘taverns’ he visited ‘were conducted by a Miss Somebody which seemed to indicate that the office strictly appertained to the sagacity and intelligence of the fair sex; and experience confirmed us in this deduction.’13 Indeed, it was the custom for these generally large and forthright ladies to be addressed as the ‘Big Missis’ and some visitors found them very intimidating. Gothic novelist ‘Monk’ Lewis had been warned against staying at a lodging house when he first arrived in Jamaica, but the one who took him in at Montego Bay was ‘such an obliging smiling landlady, with the whitest of all possible teeth, and the blackest of all possible eyes’, that he was completely won over. Indeed, his experience had been a very positive one: ‘Inns would be bowers of Paradise,’ he declared, ‘if they were all rented by mulatto landladies, like Judy James.’14

The lodging houses in downtown Kingston had a signature style often described by travellers. Two-storeyed with shingled roofs, their most familiar feature were their jalousies – large-bladed venetian blinds which shaded the sash windows along their first-floor colonnaded verandahs. The more windows the better; indeed, this was the sign of a better-quality residence. These jalousies would be kept tightly shut during the heat of the day, till at least 5 p.m., making the interiors very dark and stifling, before being opened to allow the cooling breeze of evening to circulate. Most of these houses were surrounded at ground level by piazzas 10-14 feet wide, shaded by date, palm and coconut trees, though better still was the tamarind tree, throwing its spacious shade over the houses and balconies during the torrid heat of summer. On the piazzas, guests could take the cooler evening air watching the brilliant green flashes of the fireflies, listening to the perpetual humming of insect life – ‘a compound of the buzzing and chirping and whistling and croaking of numberless reptiles and insects, on the earth, in the air and in the water’.15 They could lounge in a rocking chair or hammock, drinking a cooling glass of sangaree made of cold wine diluted with spiced or lemon-flavoured water and sugar – (it would be one of the officers’ favourite tipples at Mrs Seacole’s store in Crimea) – and enjoy a Havana cigar. Retiring to their bedrooms at around 9 p.m. – for there was little to do in Kingston at night – visitors slept beneath heavy mosquito nets to protect themselves from being ravaged by insect bites.16

The interiors of the lodging houses often centred around a large drawing room or saloon – hence the designation ‘hall’ – located on the first floor with an arched passage on either side leading from one end of the house to the other. This room featured beautiful, uncarpeted, gleaming floors of native hard woods such as mahogany, cedar, breadnut and wild orange, with sofas and ottomans for seating. The floors were every landlady’s pride and joy and ‘rubbed so bright, that it is often difficult for the unpractised to walk without a fall.’ Irish physician and abolitionist Richard Robert Madden recalled how ‘the stranger slides, at the risk of his neck’.17 He spent a year in Jamaica, 1833-4, as one of six Special Magistrates appointed to oversee the emancipation of its enslaved people. He left a tantalising and witty account of a typical ‘first-rate establishment in East Street’ in a letter written from there in February 1834.

It was customary, Madden writes, to pay one’s respects before dining ‘to the lady of the house’. ‘On Mohammed’s principle of going to the mountain, which will not come to him’, he had accordingly presented himself on arrival ‘before the figure of a stout young gentlewoman, seated at the end of the gallery’ and asked if he was addressing the lady of the house. The young woman ‘point[ed] her chin in the direction of an old emaciated brown lady, stalking through the courtyard… and, in due time, she deliberately articulat[ed] two words: – “My mother”.’18

What a shame that Dr Madden did not think to name his hosts. Several other landladies were identified in travellers’ accounts, which makes it all the more puzzling that Mary, who seems so proud of her mother, does not mention Rebecca’s name and her business. Instead she frustrates us yet again, keeping things tastefully vague. But she does so with good reason; she is constructing yet another protective shield around her mother’s identity. This is because in the early nineteenth century, the female lodging-house keepers of Jamaica had a reputation for loose morals. Most of them were free women of colour, a few were Black and some of course were white, and these women had often been set up in business and maintained by white European sexual partners or clients. While such relationships were acceptable, with the women often referred to euphemistically as ‘housekeepers’, what wasn’t was the way in which the lodging houses were frequented by white men wanting to take advantage of the sexual services of the Black and mixed-heritage women who worked there as servants – a perpetuation of the mores of the old plantocracy. Some lodging-house keepers arranged dances in their halls to which only white men were invited to mix with the local women. Mary knew that what went on in lodging houses did not always remain within the bounds of ‘unimpeachable business’ and she was very careful to distance her mother and herself from that association.19

But where was Rebecca Grant’s lodging house located? There are no directories listing them by name as early as the 1830s and 1840s; the only sources are surviving newspapers or the Assessment Books and Capitation Rolls in the archives at Spanish Town which document property owners and their livestock or those occupying it. The first sighting does not come until 1830, when Rebecca was around forty years old, and appears at Duke Street paying rent of £60, and that same year is among those listed in the Jamaica Courant for not ‘Giving-In their Taxable Property’.20 By 1836 she is in the Poll Tax assessment at 1 Stanton Street, the same year she received £19. 10s. 10d. compensation for one enslaved person – probably a domestic servant – under the Slave Compensation Act.21 The most logical sighting of Rebecca in terms of owning a property large enough to be a lodging house accommodating several guests is her listing in 1841 as the owner of a ‘brick one-storey house in Stanton Street’ – presumably the aforementioned No. 1 – of 11,250 square feet, that was valued at £300 (the equivalent of £31,327 now). The property was certainly large enough, but the records note that it was ‘old and delapidated [sic]’.22 There is a gap before Rebecca reappears – in the Poll Tax Roll from 1844 onwards at 27 Duke Street.23 One would assume that this means she handed the business in Stanton Street over to Mary some time in the early 1840s, but it is not as simple as that, as we shall see.

Rebecca, like all the other lodging-house keepers, would have cultivated naval and military personnel as clients. From what Mary tells us, it would seem that she developed a reputation at her lodging house for being ‘an admirable doctress’ whose British military clients ‘held her in high repute’.24 In effect such lodging houses provided a valuable service to the army, offering convalescent care to sick and recovering military personnel that could not be provided for them in camp by the army doctors. Indeed, many of the lodging-house keepers recognised this lucrative gap in the market and became accomplished nurses and practitioners of alternative medicine, drawing on the doctressing skills that had been developed by Black women on the plantations in the care of sick slaves. As she grew older, Mary learned these same traditional skills and assisted Rebecca in her nursing duties, ‘very often sharing with her the task of attending upon invalid officers or their wives, who came to her house from the adjacent camp at Up-Park, or the military station at Newcastle’.25

There were 500 troops based at Up Park; another 150 in Kingston itself and 300 at Port Royal. The army hill station at Newcastle, which eventually housed 700 men, was, however, 19 miles to the north-east of Kingston in the Blue Mountains.26 This suggests Rebecca Grant’s skills were much sought-after if people travelled in specially from there. But the camp was not created till 1841, in a drive to remove the troops to a more salubrious environment on higher ground, away from the virulent fevers of Kingston. If Rebecca’s lodging house was indeed located originally at No. 1 Stanton Street, this was certainly closer to Up Park, for in this period Stanton Street ran from the northern side of Sutton Street beyond North Parade and in the 1870s was absorbed into Duke Street (which ran south of the Parade for half a mile down to the harbour). An early Jamaican source tells us that soldiers often came to Rebecca’s lodging house ‘for beer’. Apparently they ‘teased Mary and called her “Contrary” after the nursery rhyme’. ‘ “Eee, she’ll be a reet good nurse, that she will,” ’ one north-country war veteran told her, confirming that from a young age Mary Grant was indeed destined to follow in her mother’s footsteps.27


	
I. Eighteenth-century slave traders were called ‘Guinea Factors’ because many of the enslaved people they brought from Africa were captured and sold in and around the Guinea Coast of West Africa.








CHAPTER 5 ‘AN ADMIRABLE DOCTRESS’


During her childhood Mary Grant had been captivated watching her mother at work preparing her holistic Jamaican medicines; it inspired her to mimic Rebecca’s nursing skills when playing with her doll: ‘whatever disease was most prevalent in Kingston, be sure my poor doll soon contracted it.’ It was inevitable therefore that before long ‘the ambition to become a doctress early took firm root in my mind.’1 But an inert and unresponsive a patient as a doll was not enough for her: Mary started doctoring the cats and dogs at home, conceiving whichever complaint they were suffering from and then ‘forc[ing] down their reluctant throats the remedies which I deemed most likely to suit their supposed complaints’. Inevitably, as children do, having concocted her herbal simples, she then tried them out on herself.

There was no opportunity at that time for Mary to seek formal training as a nurse had she wished to, for it didn’t exist in Jamaica. In Britain, hospital nurses had only the most rudimentary skills and women were barred from studying medicine. Formal nurses’ training as a profession was still a long way off, although there were old established orders of nursing nuns in Europe who had worked among the sick for centuries, as well as other charitable bodies whose female volunteers offered informal nursing in workhouses, asylums and pauper hospitals.2 In contrast, in the days of slavery Jamaican doctresses had perfected their own brand of holistic skills on the plantations, nursing enslaved Africans who seemed in particular to be prone to the fevers of humid Jamaica after the dry heat of Africa. Other women, as Sir Hans Sloane observed in 1825, learned medical skills from doctors called in to see their sick clients at the lodging houses. This became a useful selling point, he said: ‘The more skilled they were at doctoring, the bigger their business and the wealthier and more influential they became. They became well respected and trained others in their healing art.’3

We do not know where or when Rebecca Grant acquired her own skills. She may have originally learned them nursing sick slaves on a plantation somewhere out near Haughton or Lacovia before she was given her freedom and had perfected them later by observing conventional doctors at her lodging house in Kingston. But Jamaican doctresses in general trained on the job, in a plantation sick-house or hot-house, so called because rather than being kept light and clean and airy they were often built with ‘fewer windows than any other house on the estate’ – often with no other aperture than the door. Such buildings became ‘infernal dungeons’ at night, with the sick crammed in together and locked in by the estate overseers. Some of these doctresses became legendary – ‘a most fearful fraternity’, in the words of sugar planter Thomas Roughley, who whenever he fell ill took himself first to the doctress and never to a white doctor.4 (The same would happen in Crimea when men would go to Mary for treatment rather than the army doctors.)

As early as 1774, colonial administrator Edward Long noticed that ‘mulattoes’ possessed ‘for the most part, a tenderness of disposition, which leads them to do many charitable actions… and makes them excellent nurses to the sick’.5 The most celebrated Jamaican doctress next to Mary Seacole is Cubah Cornwallis, who was renowned for saving many naval officers from the dreaded ‘yellow jack’. In 1780 she had nursed the young Horatio Nelson back to health at Fort Charles in Port Royal, after he had fallen sick with typhoid fever on his way back from Nicaragua – probably from drinking infected water on board ship.6 Sometimes referred to as a ‘doctor woman’ or ‘hot-house woman’, a doctress such as Cubah was, in the truer sense, a ‘general practitioner’.7 She was multi-skilled, not just able to nurse the sick in the then understanding of ‘nursing’, but also adept in basic surgery such as stitching wounds and setting broken bones. She was also indispensable as a midwife and – perhaps the greatest and still underrated talent – she was knowledgeable in the use of native herbal and folk remedies based on the indigenous Jamaican pharmacopoeia for the cures of certain disorders. In many ways a Jamaican doctress then was as skilled as any pharmacist in preparing medicines.

Once a plantation doctress was given her freedom, as Mary’s mother was, she could have nursed in parish hospitals or private homes, or at the public hospital in Kingston (one of the island’s oldest, established in 1776). Many, however, practised at their lodging houses, as did Rebecca Grant and her daughter Mary after her,8 for they generally provided a level of care far superior to the appalling standards in public hospitals. Their acquaintance with allopathic medicine might have been superficial, and white medical men were in the main hostile to their methods, but the doctresses had links right back to the original Taino Indians who had lived on the island, as well as to healing practices in African Obeah culture brought in by enslaved people. Unfortunately the latter too often has carried an unjustified connotation of witch-doctoring.

The white medical men might have looked upon some of the Jamaican holistic practices of the day as dangerous quackery, but as Professor Alan Eyre observes, medicine in the early Victorian era had a lot to answer for and ‘was really a form of benevolent homicide’: ‘Mercury, opium, arsenic, antimony, copious bleeding, “terrible” purges, blistering, cupping, emetics and sweating: this was the inevitable fate of any patient who consigned his or her body to the “care” of an academically trained physician.’9

Mercury was much favoured as a basic ingredient in proprietary medicines, as too morphia. Queen Victoria’s personal physician Sir James Clark was heavily reliant on the highly addictive chlorodyne, ‘a mixture of chloroform, ganja and morphia’, as a sedative to calm her frayed nerves; although it is thanks to his work on ‘the sanitive influence of climate’ that Clark recommended the ‘salubrity’ of the Jamaican mountains as a ‘safe temporary retreat to invalids in the early stages of consumption’.10 Thomas Roughley’s Jamaica Planter’s Guide of 1823 recommended that the doctresses should not be allowed access to ‘deleterious drugs’ but should only need ‘a few doses of glauber salts, sulphur, rhubarb, castor-oil, camphorated spirits, bitters and plaisters to dress sores and make blisters of, with two or three lancets, a pair of scissors, and spatula’ in order to be able to administer care.11

We can find a very clear definition of the qualities required in a good ‘hospital matron’ on plantations in the New Jamaica Magazine for 1799. She must be


a woman of middling age, of a compassionate disposition, careful and affectionate; of a robust constitution, capable of bearing fatigue and watching. It is required that she have skill to dress ordinary wounds and sores, to deliver pregnant women, which as births are here mostly natural and easy, is an easy matter.… Long experience, with the practical knowledge of simples, have set some of these women, in many respects, above surgeons too frequently met with in the mountains. I had one, the loss of whom I shall regret all my life.12



We might keep these qualities in mind when exploring Mary’s nursing skills in Crimea later.

So what were the treatments offered by the Jamaican doctresses? Herbs such as ‘Sarsaparilla, Indian arrowroot flour, cowitch and lime water, Peruvian bark, crab’s eye weed’ were used to treat a range of ailments from yaws to dysentery, vomiting, catarrh, intermittent fever and constipation.13 Many households grew their own herbs and specifics in the garden – ginger, mint, fever grass and aloe among them.14 The native herbalists were canny too, they knew, as did Mary, that


the simple remedies which are available for the terrible diseases by which foreigners are attacked, and which are found growing under the same circumstances which produce the ills they minister to. So true is it that beside the nettle ever grows the cure for its sting.15



Some vestiges of this folk logic still survive: growing up in the 1950s in England, we children knew that the antidote to a nasty nettle sting was to rub it with dock leaves – which always seemed to grow nearby.16

Mary Seacole’s training in African-Jamaican herbal practices was always an important cultural link with home and traditional doctressing skills of which she was truly proud. In Crimea, as we shall see, she would have to adapt to what herbs, fruits and barks she could obtain locally. But in Jamaica she would have used the shavings of logwood and mahogany bark for their bitter tannin in the making of astringents to treat diarrhoea and dysentery, or ground cinnamon bark – which grew wild all over the island – to make astringent drinks, sweetened always by her standby – guava jelly. One of many traditional sayings in Jamaica was ‘Guava root a medicine fe cure young gal fever’, and Mary Seacole made good use of it as one of the primary ingredients in all her remedies in Crimea.

The important thing was that the Jamaican doctresses eschewed the use of opiates, so heavily relied on in allopathic medicine, and drew instead on a wide and sophisticated range of herbal treatments, handed down over generations, which were first described in detail by the physician and botanist Dr Hans Sloane in 1696, who catalogued nearly 800 plants in the Jamaican flora, and later by Thomas Thistlewood. During eighteen years in Jamaica as a planter and overseer, Thistlewood noted down in his journal numerous ‘receipts for a physick’, particularly flux or diarrhoea, involving red guava bark – as well as its buds, seeds and roots – cashew bark, and the tough rind of the pomegranate.17
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RINGSTON, JAMARCA.

IT commands an open, cool, and airy situation;
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blishment, Carriages, Gigs, &c., can be had at the
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