
Week 3 Literacy – writing a biography 

Monday  

This is a short biography about Mary Seacole. A biography is a piece of writing about someone’s life; an 

autobiography is a piece of writing about your own life. I chose this biography because it fits in well with 

what is happening in the UK at the moment. Lots of people are volunteering to help look after people even 

though they are not necessarily qualified as nurses. This happens in times of difficulty, such as wars and 

epidemics, and it is something that we can be very proud of. 

Today’s task is to read the text and answer some comprehension questions. There are 2 extension 

questions at the end for you to challenge yourself. 

Who Was Mary Seacole? 

Mary Seacole (born Mary Grant) was a British-Jamaican woman who became famous in the 19th century 

as ‘Mother Seacole’ due to her work caring for injured soldiers in the Crimean War. 

Mary’s Early Life 

Mary Anne Grant was born in 1805 in Kingston, Jamaica. Her father was a Scottish soldier and her 

mother was a well-known Jamaican ‘doctress’, who treated people using herbal remedies (such as aloe 

vera and ginger). Mary also had two siblings, Edward and Louisa. 

As a child, Mary was fascinated by her mother’s work and practised the skills she learned using dolls and 

pets as patients. By the age of 12, she was helping her mother as a nurse. Because of her father’s 

connections, she was also able to travel twice to visit England in her teens and this made her quite 

unusual for a black person at that time. 

When she was 31, Mary married a naval officer called Edwin Horatio Seacole. She was a good 

businesswoman and together they ran a successful store. Unfortunately, her husband died only eight 

years later. In 1853, she went to Panama, where her brother lived, and opened a hotel for the gold 

miners there. She continued to look after ill people and even risked her own life to care for the victims of 

an illness called cholera. 

The Crimean War began in 1854. Mary was determined to help the soldiers so she travelled to London 

and offered to go with Florence Nightingale’s nurses. However, this was a time of racial prejudice, which 

meant that black people were not allowed to do certain things. The government refused to co-operate 

with her, probably because of racial narrow-mindedness. 

Instead, Mary and Thomas Day (a family friend) went to Crimea together taking medicines and stores. 

There they set up the ‘British Hotel’, which was a simple building that provided medicine and hot food to 

fortify the soldiers. Additionally, she sold clothing and blankets to make them comfortable. Unlike 

Florence Nightingale, Mary Seacole treated the soldiers’ injuries even in the thick of the fighting. They 

called her ‘Mother Seacole’ because she was so kind. She said in her autobiography, “It was the grateful 

words and smiles which rewarded me.” 

Mary’s Old Age 

At the end of the war in 1856, Mary returned to England with very little money. However, veteran 

soldiers started a campaign to help her and she was therefore able to live comfortably until her death on 

14th May, 1881. Some people have criticised her fame because she was not a real nurse like Florence 

Nightingale but she must be regarded nowadays as an excellent role model for doing good work in 

difficult and dangerous situations. 



 

1. Why did Mary’s name change from Grant to Seacole? 

2. What were the names of Mary’s brothers and sisters? 

3. Where did Mary’s mother and father come from? 

4. What war did Mary want to help with? 

5. What country did Mary come from? 

6. Give 2 examples of herbal remedies. 

7. How long was Mary married for? 

8. What did Mary and her husband do to earn money? 

9. When her husband died, what did Mary do to help people? 

10. Why was Mary not allowed to help Florence Nightingale’s nurses? 

11. What was the British Hotel for? 

12. What was Mary’s reward for what she did? 

13. When did the Crimean War end? 

14. When did Mary die? 

15. How did Mary get money to live after the war? 

16. Why do you think that there was racial prejudice during Mary’s life? This question needs a longer 

answer, and you will need to think about your reasons – the answer is not in the text. 

17. Do you think there is still racial prejudice in the UK today? Include examples and as much detail as 

you can in your answer. 

  



Tuesday 
Today you are going to take notes about a famous scientist called Charles Darwin. Watch the video 

clip and note down the most important facts off each page. You can use the other websites to find 

more facts about Darwin. If you want to do some extra research of your own, use books and the 

internet, but don’t copy word for word. Just jot down the most important facts in brief notes. It 

might be useful to group your notes under headings: 

Darwin’s childhood interests 

Darwin’s education 

Darwin on The Beagle 

Natural Selection 

The Origin of Species 

You can use different headings if you want to. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4Dm7l7U0KBE 
https://kids.kiddle.co/Charles_Darwin 
https://www.sciencekids.co.nz/sciencefacts/scientists/charlesdarwin.html 
https://www.natgeokids.com/uk/discover/science/general-science/charles-darwin-and-the-
mystery-of-life/ 
https://www.sciencekids.co.nz/videos/famousscientists/charlesdarwin.html 
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Wednesday and Thursday 
Look at the biography of Mary Seacole again, and see if you can find examples of the following 

features. Don’t worry about passive voice – we haven’t learnt this yet. 

 
 

Now you are going to start writing your own biography about Charles Darwin. Make sure you think 

about the features in the table above and keep checking back to keep yourself on track. Use 

subtitles to help you structure your work; you could use the same headings as when you were 

taking notes, but it is up to you. 

 

It would be more interesting for the reader if you included pictures, maps and diagrams, so this is a 

good way for you to challenge yourself. You can print pictures from the internet if you have a 

printer, or you can draw your own.  

 

Friday 
You need to finish your biography about Darwin today. Make sure you check it using the checklist 

included. Ask yourself if you have done enough for 3 days of lessons and add extra work if you think 

you need to. 

 


