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Kingston is the largest city on the island of Jamaica, and it was an exciting place to grow up! Mary loved exploring its wide streets and neat rows of stone buildings, shaded by green trees in which tropical birds trilled.
It wasn’t just the birds that sang Jamaica. The whole country was full of music… and Mary particularly loved carnival time! That was when the people of the city dressed up and danced through the streets all night. Instead of going to sleep, Mary would peer out of the window at the crowds and listen to the music that went on till dawn.



		Mary liked to keep her birthday a secret – so nobody knows exactly when she was born! What we do know is that it happened sometime in the early nineteenth century, in Kingston.
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Sometimes, Mary’s mother would take her down to the harbour, where ships from all over the world bobbed in the blue-green water. Little Mary dreamed of sailing off to other lands on one of those ships!
Jamaica was part of the British Empire, but most of the people on the island were descendants of slaves that had been brought from Africa. Mary’s mother was known as a ‘Creole’ – she had both African and European ancestry. She owned a fine stone building called Blundell Hall in town – it was a boarding house where guests could stay. But her mother was also a ‘doctress’, a wise woman who knew how to cure all sorts of injuries and diseases.
People often got sick in the hot climate of Jamaica. European visitors were especially likely to come down with cholera, yellow fever or malaria, which were common in the region. European doctors weren’t used to treating these diseases, and their ‘cures’ sometimes made people sicker!
That was why patients often went to see a doctress, who knew all about the healing effects of different plants.
Mary’s mother’s medical knowledge was respected by local Jamaicans and British visitors alike! The little girl was fascinated by her mum’s wise and caring ways. She would peer through the door when her mother treated her patients.
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She would choose the right medicines for each disease, mixing and matching ingredients from her special cabinet of herbs and ointments.
“Lemongrass will cool your fever!” she might tell a patient. “Take fig tree sap to clean out your belly, and the boiled thistle seeds will stop that nasty diarrhoea!”
Little Mary tried to imitate her mum – by trying out ‘treatments’ on her doll! She would imagine that it had different diseases and then give it medicines she had made.
“It looks like you have green spotted fever!” she would say. “Here, drink this goo I made from flower petals!”
She imagined that the medicine would make her doll healthy again – which gave her a warm feeling of satisfaction!
Soon, her doll was stained different colours from all the medicines she had tried to give it – and covered with bandages and plasters of all kinds. It made her mother giggle when she saw Mary playing doctor.
“It looks like your poor dolly has had all the medicine it can handle!”
When Mary got a little older, she was allowed to help her mother make medicines. Her mum also took her on walks through the jungle-covered hills above the town.
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“You can find cures for almost anything here!” her mother said as they walked through the green trees. “Leaves, oils, bark and seeds – all have their uses! Nature is the most amazing pharmacy there is!”
She taught Mary where different plants could be found, and what they could cure. The girl learned quickly, and her mother was impressed. Little Mary hadn’t been to school, but she was very smart.
“You are so clever and know so much already!” Mary’s mum told her one day. “I have your first patient for you. She is a rich lady from Britain, who is a little poorly.
She needs someone to live in her house and take care of her – and I think you are just the girl for the job!”
A few days later, her mother dressed Mary in her best clothes, packed her belongings in a bag, and took her to a fine house in town. The door was opened by a servant in a fancy uniform – and Mary realised that the lady she would be living with was very important!
Luckily, the woman was as kind as she was wealthy. Mary cared for her as a nurse – and in return, the grey-eyed old lady welcomed her into her home and gave her lessons.
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“You need to know to read and write, Mary!” she told the little girl. “Being able to read books will open up new worlds for you!”
Mary worked hard on her lessons, and read many of the books in her patron’s house. She learned about Britain, with its kings and queens and castles, and read stories about the many victories its army and navy had won.
She also read myths and legends from ancient Greece and Rome. Her favourite story was about Ulysses, who went on a ten-year voyage and had all sorts of adventures along the way.
Mary had never left Kingston before, but she dreamed of going on great journeys of her own!
She begged the lady to tell her stories about living in far-off London. Her guardian laughed and replied, “I will make sure that you will see it yourself. You will be like Ulysses and go out on your own great voyages!”
After a few years, when Mary was a young woman, the lady arranged for her to go all the way across the ocean to England. She went aboard a sailing ship and set off on a journey that lasted for many days.
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After her first trip to England, Mary helped to run Blundell Hall for a while, and married a merchant named Edwin Seacole. When her mother and her husband passed away, Mary went to Panama and ran a hotel there. Cholera was common in that country, and Mary saved many lives with her medicines.
She heard that Britain and France were going to war with Russia in the Crimea, so she decided to volunteer as a nurse. However, the English government did not accept her application.
Mary didn’t give up! She went to the Crimea and built a boarding house, called the British Hotel. There, she provided medical care for wounded soldiers.
After the war, Mary told her story in a book called Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands. She is now recognised as a pioneering Caribbean nurse and a British hero!



		What happened next....



		Mary did not enjoy it at first, as she had to endure seasickness and stormy weather. But at long last, she stood on deck as the ship sailed up the River Thames and saw the great city of London before her.
Mary stared in wonder at the towering cathedral and the steam trains and the crowds that bustled through the streets.
“This is the first part of my great adventure…” she thought to herself, “but I wonder where this female Ulysses will go next?”
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Mqry liked to keep her birthday a secret — so nobody
knows exactly when she was born! What we do know
is that it happened sometime in the early nineteenth
century, in Kingston.

Kingston is the largest city on the island of Jamaica, and it was an exciting
place to grow up! Mary loved exploring its wide streets and neat rows of
stone buildings, shaded by green trees in which tropical birds trilled.

It wasn'’t just the birds that sang Jamaica. The whole country was full of
music... and Mary particularly loved carnival time! That was when the people
of the city dressed up and danced through the streets all night. Instead of
going to sleep, Mary would peer out of the window at the crowds and listen
to the music that went on till dawn.
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