
Peacemaker: Mary Slessor 
 
Mary Slessor was born in Scotland in 1848. She came from a very poor family. 
Her father died when she was quite young, and her mother supported the four 
children through her job at the weaving mills. When Mary was only eleven, she 
started working at the mills with her mother. The family lived in one room, in a 
dirty street. 
 
When Mary was a teenager she decided to educate herself. Mary's mother was a 
Christian, and while attending the Presbyterian church, Mary was challenged by 
the need for missionaries in West Africa. 
 
Mary went to Africa and dedicated her life the helping the people of Calabar, 
(now in Nigeria). The hot, humid climate, and prevalence of malaria made life 
difficult, but she didn't give up. Mary is remembered for her work as a peace 
maker among the people. The slave trade, which had developed in earlier years, 
had made human life cheap. White people would arrive on African shores and 
offer black traders all kinds of gifts for capturing men, women and children, who 
would then be forced on to ships and taken to far away places to work for the 
whites. Although this practice was no longer in existence when Mary arrived, the 
bribery and corruption of earlier years had caused tribesmen of Calabar to 
become cruel and unconcerned for the value of human life. Fighting, drinking and 
cruelty to women were common. Mary rescued hundreds of unwanted babies, 
particularly twins. The tribesmen came to respect her and she convinced them of 
the need to talk about their troubles instead of fighting. She set up court cases 
and reasoned with the tribesmen. 
 
She also set up schools and cared for the sick. She built a hospital and set up 
training centres for women. Mary never stopped working. She finally died in 
Calabar in 1915.     
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Activities 
 

1. Describe Mary's childhood. 
2. What were some of the hardships she endured in Africa? 
3. What was the slave trade? 
4. What problems arose after the slave trade ended? 
5. How did Mary help? 
 
 
 
 


