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Introduction and Acknowledgements

Authors don’t usually attempt an Introduction until the rest of the book is finished. That might sound perverse, but it’s quite sensible. That final stage is when they should be at their most objective, best able to distil the essence of their work into a promising aperitif. So I find myself now, a week away from my publisher’s deadline, in a room still musky with the scent of Mary Seacole’s presence, trying to sum up in a few short paragraphs a woman to whom I’ve been closer during the past two years (in many ways) than any other.

It can’t be done. I could tell myself that Mary’s too large a person, and personality, to cope with in such a confined space, and that it would be doing her a disservice to attenuate her extraordinary achievements in any way. But really, it’s because I lack the courage, and conviction, to try. No one shares a stage with Mary with any degree of comfort or success. No one ever did. What’s more, précis leads too often to over-generalizing and pigeonholing, which are two of the cardinal sins of biography I’m anxious to avoid.

Mary Seacole’s greatest qualities were her warmth and spontaneity, and her most precious possession was her own idiosyncrasy. All her life people responded to her instinctively, and rarely analysed her motivation or her rationale. Yet since her death in 1881, her reputation has suffered from being crammed into a series of narrow, politically correct boxes with regulation labels proclaiming her (depending on who’s doing the cramming) to be either a black heroine or a Victorian feminist, a medical or literary pioneer, an alternative Florence Nightingale, a brave imperial victim, a champion of ethnic minority, a political subversive – even a complete charlatan. She was some of these things in part, no doubt, but none of the labels defines her.

I suppose it’s Mary’s versatility and charisma that prove her so irresistibly appealing to those in search of an icon, particularly given the unhelpful circumstances of her gender and colour, her time and place. She advanced no cause but her own, however, and never saw herself as a representative. Two things were pre-eminent in her life: the achievement of her personal aspirations, and due recognition for that achievement by those she respected. She had panache and integrity, but little missionary zeal, and no desire to be at the vanguard of anything.

Mary was a true eccentric, relying entirely on herself to make the decisions that shaped her life and guided her strange odyssey from the disadvantaged streets of Kingston, Jamaica, into the homes and hearts of the British Empire’s finest. I don’t want to dull any of her gaudy originality with earnest discussions of what being Mary Seacole meant, nor am I interested in painting a picture of her to look at. I’d rather try to illuminate the real thing: to clean the glass (that’s all it is) that separates our world from hers, and look through. It’s been obscured by the accumulated grime of a century’s prejudice, forgetfulness, and ignorance; now it’s time to let in some light.

A word about sources: Mary always insisted on speaking for herself. This biography owes much, therefore, to her own account, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, published in 1857. The epigraphs at the beginning of each of my chapters are all taken from Mary’s book. The best modern reprint to date is Ziggi Alexander and Audrey Dewjee’s lovingly researched edition of 1984 (published in Bristol by the Falling Wall Press). Since Mary never kept a diary, and none of her letters survives, her autobiography is (almost) our only means of hearing her voice. It’s a loud voice, though, and carries far. I have also used contemporary newspaper accounts, official and unofficial records, assorted ephemera, a few portraits, and the memoirs of those who knew her, to reinvigorate this most improbable of Victorian celebrities.

It should be no surprise that Mary Seacole still has a large (and growing) number of friends and acquaintances around the world. After all, she was – and remains – an impressive woman. It’s been an unexpected bonus, though, that so many of them have shown such generosity in sharing their knowledge and impressions of her character, her career and her background. I am grateful to them all, but some deserve a special mention for services well beyond the call of scholarly duty. In Jamaica, I couldn’t have done without Patricia Jackson’s assiduous research; Aleric Josephs of the University of the West Indies at Mona invited me into her home to talk of Mary; Eppie Edwards of the National Library of Jamaica and Lisa Whiteman of the Institute of Jamaica both helped point me in interesting directions; Christopher Thompson guided me through downtown Kingston with pride and great care, and everyone at Strawberry Hill was wonderful. My good friends Larissa Kazachenko and Professor Natalia Ischenko were responsible for the success of my visit to the Crimea, together with Ian Fletcher, Ludmilla Golikova, Simon Butt and Anna Rosikhina.

I’m indebted to Professor Elizabeth Anionwu CBE FRCN, Head of the Mary Seacole Centre for Nursing Practice, Thames Valley University, for her help, encouragement and inspiration; Jenny Lightstone of Minneapolis for information on the Seacoles; Charles and Veronica Bunbury and their family for access to the letters of their kinsman Colonel Henry Bunbury; Chris Willis for her open-handed expertise and support; Amoret Tanner of the Tanner Collection for allowing me to reproduce Mary’s photograph; Major Brian Oldham MBE and Helen Robinson for their advice on the typescript; my editor Carol O’Brien and agent Caroline Dawnay for their heartening enthusiasm, and to the following people for information or advice: John Barham, Nick Barratt, John Bilcliffe, Ron Brand of the Maritime Museum in Rotterdam, Frank Clement-Lorford, Revd Ian Dickie of the Westminster Roman Catholic Diocesan Archives, John Gilmore, Eddie Glynn, Norman Gooding, Jim Guerin of St Mary’s Catholic Cemetery at Kensal Green, Tina Harrup, Pete Helmore, Paul Kerr, Ruth Kitchin at the National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, Ben Ledden at the BBC, Tony Margrave, Connie Mark, Col. I.H. McCausland, Polly Patullo, Susan Ranson of the Claydon House Trust, David Rogers, Sonja Royes-Willis, the Seacole family, Bruce Seymour, Fr Alexander Sherbrooke, Sr Monica Tywang, C.P.P. van Romburgh of the Netherlands Maritime Museum, Col. H.B.H. Waring OBE, J.V. Webb and Dinah Winch.

I’m very grateful to the curators and staff at these institutions for all their assistance: the Black Cultural Archives in Brixton, the British Library Newspaper Library, the Crimean Patriotic Fund archive at Essex County Record Office, the Florence Nightingale Museum, the Imperial War Museum, the Institute of Jamaica, the National Army Museum, the National Library of Jamaica, the National Maritime Museum, the News International Archive, the Public Record Office, Punch, Regimental archives throughout the UK, the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle, Sevastopol Museum of the Heroic Defence and Liberation, Southwark Local History Library, Suffolk County Record Office, the Thomas Cook Archives and the Victoria and Albert Museum.

Finally, special thanks to Edward James, my classroom consultant on Seacole matters; to Richard James, who, when I was fretting about exploring Kingston, advised me to relax and travel ‘in the spirit of Mary’; and to Bruce, who shares that spirit too.
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