EADTILY TREE

MARY SEACOLE, PART I: A MATTER OF LIFE. ..

England not only produced heroes
during the Crimean War but two out-
standing heroines as well. The strug-
gles and triumphs of Florence
Nightingale have been duly acknowl-
edged. But the name Mary Seacole
evokeslittle recognition.

Mrs. Mary Scacole, daughter of a
Black woman and a Scotch officer, was
born in Kingston, Jamaica, in the early
nineteenth century. Her mother, a re-
spected “doctress,” operated Blundell
Hall, aboarding house catering mainly
to British officers and their wives sta-
tioned at Newcastle and the adjacent
camp at Up-Park.

For a short time Mary lived with a
relative at nearby Water Lane, but by
the age of 12, most of her time was
spent at her mother’s house attending
to invalid officers or their wives.
Growing up in this atmosphere con-
tributed to Mary’s interest in medici-
nal art. Some years later, she married
John Seacole, a considerably older and
sickly man. Soon after marriage, they
moved to Black River hoping his
health would improve. Mary es-
tablished a small store there, but
John’s health deteriorated and they re-
turned to Kingston, where he died
within a few months.

Following this misfortune came the
death of her mother, whose only
legacy was Blundell Hall. The building
was nearly destroyed in 1843 by the
Kingston fire, but Mary’s determina-
tion and perseverance gradually re-
built it into a thriving business.
Despite this success, Mary left the
managerial duties to her sister, Louisa,
in order to devote more time to her
first love, the practice of medicine.
During the cholera epidemic in 1850,
which claimed more than 31,000 lives,
she worked with doctors as a fledgling
nurse, gaining firsthand knowledge of
“the disease and developing a medicine
that produced remarkable results.

After the epidemic Mary went to
Cruces, Panama, where her brother,
Edward, had recently opened a hotel.
Business boomed, influenced by the
influx of adventurers secking the
riches of the California gold mines.
Panama, with its unbearably hot and
humid climate, was a breeding ground
for tropical disecases. Yellow fever,
cholera, and malaria ran rampant be-
cause of improper sanitary conditions
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and medicai care. It was only a matter
of time before Marv’s recent medical
experience was tested i a cholera epi-
demic that swept through the town.
Cruces had o doctor and its residents
were reluctant to accept treatment
from a stranger, expecially a woman
As they watcned the death toll mount,
they were soon forced to seek Mary’s
help and burore long, her firm but
ventle approach won their confiaence.
As e epidemic ran it oo he
townspeople, most of w..« .
poor. came to depend on “the vea aw
woman from Jamaica with the ch.iera
medicine.” White Americans there,
some of whom she had treated. gave a
Fourth of July banquetin he. .conor.
While proposing a toast e of
them expres-cd the regret
was not whit.- and cynically suig,
that ficr skin be bleached. Mary
plied, I must say that I don’t ai-
together appreciate your friendly kind
wishes with regard to my complexion
and the offer of bleaching me. |
should, even if it were practicable, de-
cline it without anv thanks. As for the
society which the vrocss might admit
me to, judging from the specimens |

have met heve and elsewis. don’t
think I shall lose much C X
cluded from n So, [ drink t. . o
the general reiormation of Age an

manners.”’ P
Excluding gn cight-montl period in
Jamaica in 1853, part of which was
spent fighting recurring yellow fever
cpidemics, Mary iived in Panama. -
When Great Britain declared war
against Russia the tollowing year,

Cting personal arr.:

Mary tearned that nany of the officers
who had been guests at Blundell Hall
were being shupped to the Crimean
front. She wanted to be where her
knowledge of the diseases cholera,
dysentery and tever, then prevalent in
the Crimea. could be of value. At that
time, women in the British army, in
any capacity, were rare. Front-line re-
ports of unsanitary and understaffed
hospitals brought public outrage that
changed this practice. Men were dying
.~or from disease and starvation than
b.-:lefield injuries. These were all re-
suits of mélitary red tapeand misman-
agcment of povernment funds.

Ove oming innumerable obstacles,
Florenc . Mightingale convinced the
governme 10 allow her to head the

first conti.  nt of nurses bound for
the area . «ccupied by the main
military ko ital at Scutari, Turkey.
Mary arriv>d at the London enlist-
ment office ir. . ami 1854, and ap-
plied to all vat i scctors, including
Florence Nigntioy. e s own organi-
7aton Bt respoasses were negative.

o roken by e thought of pos-
sib.. fiscnim:aanon. Mary wrote
of her © hunt r.0 "Was it possible
that Ao onpr Jhices aganst color

had taker cot oc.0? Did they shrink
from accepting .ny aid because my
blood flowed beneath a somewhat
duskier skin than theirs?”

The anger of reieefion oaly stoked
her fires ot determination and she
soon devised a scheme that would get
her to the Camea. She would go as a
sutler, nmon name applied to
those wii coillowed the army selling
Provisiog..

Sice sh had little capital, Mary
tried to solicit both public and private
funds, but was tnsuccessful. She pre-
sented her Zleat o Mr. Day, distantly

relo:- <i . oriate husband,whom she
had o .. Lacribanos. He was bound
for the A€a on siupping business.
He inve e~ in nes venture and the
partners, YR ole and Day was
formed, . fonlae ~onsivle tor the
manageriai . .tie S (e

After ordering s and comple-
amements, Mary
boarded the steam-hip Holipider ia
January, 1855, for the 3.000-mile jour-

ney to the Crimea. -—by Anita King
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