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In recent yea r s a determined attempt has been made to p lace Mary Seacole
i n t h e c a n o n o f n u r s i n g h i s t o r y . A Jamaican businesswoman, h e a l e r and
a d v e n t u r e r, she t r i e d and f a i l e d t o secure a place in Florence Nigh t inga l e ' s
pa r ty of n u r s e s t r a v e l l i n g to the Crimea in 1854, but g o t t he re under her
own s team - and won a r e p u t a t i o n f o r b o t h n u r s i n g and e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l
t a l e n t s . Now memorial s e r v i c e s a r e held at h e r g rave in Kensal R i se ,
a r t i c l e s o c c a s i o n a l l y appear i n the n u r s i n g p r e s s , and a Mary Seacole
Society has been formed, a revival of i n t e r e s t which is being s t imula ted
f u r t h e r by t h i s e n t e r p r i s i n g p u b l i c a t i o n o f her memoirs.

Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole i n Many Lands, t h e fi r s t new e d i t i o n
of her s t o r y s ince i t s appearance i n 1857, makes i n t e r e s t i n g and occasion-
a l l y d e l i g h t f u l reading. Born in 1805 in Kingston, the daughter of a
free black woman and a Sco t t i sh s o l i d e r , she grew up supplementing her
knowledge o f t r a d i t i o n a l C r e o l e h e a l i n g a r t s w i t h s c r a p s p i c k e d up from
v i s i t i n g army doctors , and b u i l t up local renown f o r her nursing and
medica l s k i l l s . These were put t o good use in a cholera epidemic in
her na t ive i s l a n d , on t r i p s to the Central American republ ic of New
Granada, now Panama, and eventually in the Crimea, where 'Mother Seacole'
became a f a m i l i a r fi g u r e nursing the s i c k , providing her own medicines,
and t e n d i n g t h e wounded a f t e r b a t t l e .

By her own l i v e l y and readable account, she was by no means s i n g u l a r l y
Lacking the independent means to do the work

she might otherwise have chosen, and poss ib ly hindered by her colour,
s h e i n any c a s e d i d not a p p e a r t o r e l i s h t h e a s c e t i s m and v o c a t i o n a l i s m
of the new Victorian nurse's l i f e , and gained a t l eas t as much satis-
f a c t i o n from s e l l i n g champagne and co ld c o l l a t i o n s to the o f fi c e r s at
Cr imean c r i c k e t m a t c h e s and h o r s e r a c e s .

The memoirs were w r i t t e n p a r t l y to boos t h e r a i l i n g fi n a n c e s , fo r she
re tu rned from the Crimea a bankrup t , the goods and s e r v i c e s she s o l d to
soldiers from the 'Bri t ish Hotel' near Balaklava no longer being needed.
It i s t h e r e f o r e d i f fi c u l t t o a s s e s s the emphasis she p l a c e s on h e r heal-
ing s k i l l s , f o r h e r d e s c r i p t i o n s o f what she did a r e l aced with much
name-dropping and coy r e f e r e n c e s to t r i b u t e s from g r a t e f u l and highly
connected admirers. C e r t a i n l y t he re i s no th ing in the text to support
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