
 

 

 

Downloaded from www.bbc.co.uk/radio4 

THIS TRANSCRIPT IS © BBC AND IS A VERSION OF AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  AS SCRIPTS CAN BE 

ALTERED IN RECORDING, PRODUCTION AND EDITING, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH THAT IT IS A 

VERBATIM ACCOUNT OF THE PROGRAMME AS BROADCAST. 

 

HOMESCHOOL HISTORY MARY SEACOLE 

 

Hello and welcome to Homeschool History. I’m Greg Jenner, the historian behind TV’s 

Horrible Histories and the host of the BBC Radio 4 podcast You’re Dead To Me. I’m 

here to deliver a snappy history lesson to entertain and educate the whole family. Who 

says homeschooling can’t be fun? 

Today, we’re going back to the 19th Century to meet an extraordinary woman who 

traveled the world, all whilst helping the sick and injured. It’s the marvellous Mary 

Seacole. 

Mary was born ‘Mary Grant’ in 1805, on the caribbean island of Jamaica - which, at the 

time, was a British colony. It would have been jam packed with soldiers... 

 

SFX: SOLDIER VOICE - ATTENTION! 

 

… and sailors 

 

SFX: SAILOR’S HORNPIPE 

 

Mary’s dad was a Scottish army officer called James Grant. Sadly, we don’t know 

Mary’s mum’s name, but we know that she was a mixed race Jamaican woman who 

owned a hotel in Kingston, called Blundell Hall. 

 

 SFX: HOTEL DESK BELL 

 

Mary also had a sister, Louisa, and a half-brother, Edward. Blundell Hall was 

considered one of the best hotels in Jamaica’s capital, Kingston.  

 



Mary was fascinated by healing - Her mum was known as a doctress, meaning she 

practised traditional African and Jamaican herbal medicine. When she was a little girl, 

Mary practiced her healing skills on her dolls! She said that there was no disease in 

Kingston that her poor dollies didn’t catch. 

 

SFX: GIRL: THERE THERE, ALL BETTER NOW 

 

But it wasn’t all make believe. Some of the British officers staying in Mary’s hotel caught 

nasty diseases, such as Yellow Fever, so she often saw very poorly people.  

 

Growing up, Mary was also supported by a wealthy woman, who was a bit like a 

grandmother to her. She gave Mary an education, while Mary’s mum showed her how 

to run a hotel business  

 

SFX: SHOP TILL 

 

Mary visited London twice as a teenager. In those days, the journey from Jamaica to 

Britain took at least six weeks by boat. Bad luck if you got easily seasick!  

 

SFX: WAVES and VOMIT 

 

That wasn’t the only thing Mary had to worry about. Mary was a young, mixed race 

woman, and she later wrote that her Jamaican friends got bullied In London for the 

colour of their skin. Horrible! 

 

The second time she went to London, Mary travelled alone as a business woman…  

 

SFX: APPRENTICE THEME  (DANCE OF THE KNIGHTS, PROKOFIEV) 

 

Well, business not-quite-a-woman. Business teen? Yeah probably something like that. 

 

Anyway, she was selling carribean pickles and preserves. 

 

SFX: JAR POP - ‘MMMM’ 

 

Mary then returned to Jamaica to work at Blundell Hall. When she was 31, she married 

a white English merchant called Edwin Horatio Hamilton Seacole (great name). This 

was quite unusual, as mixed race marriages weren’t common in Jamaica. Mary and her 

new hubbie opened a shop... 

 



SFX: GRAND OPENING FANFARE 

 

… but sadly their business flopped 

 

SFX: GRAND OPENING FANFARE GOES FLAT 

 

So back they went to Blundell Hall - and this was when things went really bad for Mary. 

In 1843, Blundell Hall burned down... 

 

SFX: BURNING BUILDING 

 

… and the year after, both Mary’s husband and mother tragically died. 

 

Poor Mary picked herself back up, and rebuild Blundell Hall… 

 

SFX TA DA! 

 

...which she imaginatively renamed ‘New Blundell Hall’.  

 

 After Edwin died, she got plenty of blokes asking to marry her, but she turned them all 

down 

 

In 1850 there was an outbreak of a terrible disease called Cholera. 

 

Once that was over Mary was in her mid-40s, Mary decided to go travelling again. But 

not to London, she headed to Panama in Central America... 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

...to help her half-brother Edward with his new hotel. 

 

But when Mary arrived, the hotel was a total shambles. Mary and a maid had to sleep 

under the dining room table, while Edward and other staff slept on top of it! Come on - 

it’s a table, not a bunk bed! 

 

SFX: GRUMBLE! 

 

One night, a guest suddenly died When Mary examined the body, she discovered it was 

dreaded Cholera again. Mary bravely stepped up to help people, not least because the 

only other option in town was a guy described as a ‘timid little dentist’. 



 

SFX: TIMID VOICE ‘SAY “AHH”??’ 

 

Rich people paid Mary for her herbal remedies, but she treated the poor for free.  

 

SFX: DING! 

 

Without modern medicines, some people died, and Mary didn’t always know the best to 

treat people with Cholera. But she did her best and she probably saved some lives. 

People really appreciated her work. Although  some had a funny way of showing it. 

Mary wrote that one American guy said she was great, but it was a pity she wasn’t 

white-skinned or American so that people respected her more... 

 

SFX: RUDE! 

 

She responded by saying she was proud of her darker skin, and that if all Americans 

were as rude as him, she wasn’t missing out on much! You tell him Mary! 

 

While Mary was caring for the sick, she caught Cholera. Luckily, she recovered, and felt 

the experience helped her better understand how to care for others.  

 

When the cholera crisis was over, Mary opened her own restaurant in Panama called 

The British Hotel,  

 

SFX: GRAND OPENING MUSIC 

 

which even had its own barber shop too! 

 

SFX: RAZOR 

 

So, did she settle down there? Of course not this is Mary Seacole we’re talking about 

haven’t you been listening?! She’s always looking for the next adventure! She set sail 

for the Columbian island of Gorgona... 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

...to set up a hotel for women, but that didn’t go very well, so she went back to 

Jamaica… . 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 



 

but had to change boats because some women were racist to her..  

 

And when she arrived there was another disease outbreak, this time Yellow Fever, so 

she tried to help out, and set up a nursing service at the nearby military base. And then, 

yep, she was off again on her travels… 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

… this time to the New Granada Gold Mine, working as a cook to help out a chap called 

Thomas Day - who’d known her late husband Edwin. And to see if she could find any 

gold for herself...  

 

SFX:  GOLD! 

 

She didn’t find any gold, but she did start hearing about a new war breaking out in 

Crimea, where some of the soldiers she knew in Jamaica would soon be sent. Mary 

wanted to help them, but she didn’t know how. Instead she boarded a ship to London to 

raise funds for the gold-mining business... 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

But, when she arrived after many weeks at sea, she heard that Florence Nightingale 

had gone out to Crimea with lots of nurses to help care for the soldiers. Mary now 

ditched the gold-mining, she wanted to go join her! Mary’s book says she tried to join 

the next wave of nurses by turning up at the War Office and knocking on all the doors, 

but she says nobody took her seriously,  

 

SFX: SIGH 

 

maybe because she was a Jamaican woman of colour.  

 

But Unstoppable Mary had a plan - she partnered up again with Thomas Day, from the 

gold mine, and decided to set up another new business in Crimea, in the middle of a 

warzone!  

 

SFX: FIGHTING! 

 

Off she went again... 

 



SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

The Crimea Peninsular is a chunk of land north of Turkey, on the Black Sea coastline. It 

took 2 weeks to sail there from London. Upon arrival, Mary befriended a local Turkish 

officer, who helped her to set up The British Hotel, mark 2 - yeah if you’ve got a good 

name! 

 

The British Hotel was where she ran a restaurant for British officers, and a canteen for 

the lower class ordinary soldiers. In return for his help, she taught the Turkish officer to 

speak English. Well, she tried, anyway. All he could say was ‘gentlemen, good morning’ 

and ‘more champagne!’.   

 

SFX: CHAMPAGNE POP 

 

Not ideal phrases in a war zone, but nice at a fancy brunch. 

 

You might assume the British Hotel was a 5 star establishment, but Mary built it out of 

recycled rubbish - salvaged driftwood, packing cases, old doors, iron sheets, and all 

sorts. Still, the hotel was successful, and Mary was a hit with the British soldiers and 

officers - they even called her “Mother Seacole” or “Auntie”. 

 

A famous journalist from The Times newspaper, William Russell, went out to the Crimea 

and he described Mary as ‘a warm and successful physician’ who has ‘earned many a 

poor fellow’s blessing’. Her main job was selling food, supplies, and drinks to her 

customers, but she really cared about the men, and often helped the injured on to 

hospital ships, nursed soldiers with dodgy tummies and nasty fevers, and even 

bandaged men on the battlefield once or twice. You can see why the men called her 

Mother Seacole.   

 

SFX: AWWW  

 

In 1856, after two horrible years of fighting, the Crimean War ended. Britain, France, 

and Turkey had defeated the Russians. This was great news, but it left poor Mary in a 

bit of a pickle -  

 

SFX: Hmmm 

 

and not a delicious pickle like her Caribbean preserves. 

 

SFX: JAR POP 



 

She had spent all her money on expensive supplies, but her customers were leaving, 

and there was nobody to buy anything.  

 

SFX: FAILED CASH REGISTER 

 

She couldn’t make her money back. It took her months to get back to London... 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

But when she arrived, the British press set up a public fundraiser to help get her back 

on her feet. A year later, she published her famous book The Wonderful Adventures of 

Mrs Seacole In Many Lands, which sold very well. She became a celebrity and there 

was a big party held for her. She also posed for a famous painting while wearing some 

unofficial medals that she almost certainly gave to herself! Bit cheeky, Mary... 

 

She then spent a few years in Jamaica but ran out of cash, so returned to London. 

Again. 

 

SFX: STEAMBOAT HORN 

 

She spent the last years of her life mixing with fancy people and even royalty, who 

helped her out financially. Queen Victoria was a big fan! 

 

Mary Seacole died aged 75 in 1881, a respected and comfortably wealthy woman. More 

than 100 years after her death, in 1991, she was awarded the Jamaican order of merit 

and she is now remembered as a kind-hearted healer who cared about others, as well 

as being a canny businesswoman. And of course she’d also had an unstoppable thirst 

for adventure. What a life she lived! 

 

And that’s it for Mary Seacole, so it’s time for the quiz. 

 

QUIZ 

 

 

1) WHAT COUNTRY WAS MARY BORN IN? COLONY OF JAMAICA 

2) AS A CHILD, MARY PRACTICED HEALING ON WHICH TOYS? HER DOLLS 

3) WHEN TREATING PEOPLE IN PANAMA, WHAT DISEASE DID MARY 

CATCH? CHOLERA  



4) DURING THE CRIMEAN WAR, BRITISH TROOPS LOVED MARY SEACOLE 

BUT WHAT DID THEY NICKNAME HER? MOTHER SEACOLE 

5) MARY OPENED HER OWN BUSINESS IN CRIMEA, WHAT WAS IT CALLED? 

THE BRITISH HOTEL 

 

 

Now it’s time for the answers... 

 

OUTRO 

 

How did you do? If you didn’t get all five, why not listen to another episode. Hopefully 

you’re now a Mary Seacole mega swot! 

 

And that’s it for Series Two of Homeschool History! Thanks so much for listening, take 

care, and goodbye! 

 

Homeschool History was a production by The Athletic for BBC Radio Four and BBC 

Sounds. The research assistant was Hannah MacKenzie, the script was by Gabby 

Hutchinson Crouch, Emma Nagouse, and me. The producer was Abi Paterson and the 

historical advisor was Professor Gretchen Gerzina. 


