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Foreword: A Name We Should All Know

On 19 October 2019, I became the BBC’s first-ever Director of Creative Diversity. After much media attention surrounding my appointment, the time had come for the real work to begin – a task that felt both daunting and exciting in equal measures. But the question was: where to start? As is often the case with big questions, I decided to start at the beginning.

The Ghanaian Adinkra symbol ‘Sankofa’ and its associated proverb, which translates into, ‘It is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten’, suggests that it is difficult to fully understand the present and change the future without examining the past first. With this in mind, I commissioned Robert Seatter, the BBC’s in-house historian, to piece together a timeline of the BBC’s diverse history. His immediate response was, ‘Well, we have to start with Una.’ ‘Una who?’ I replied, unable to hide my shock at not knowing who he was referring to. How, as a Black British broadcaster, had I never heard of Una Marson – the first Black woman to have her own show on the BBC and the first Black woman to appear on British television?

From that day onwards, I became obsessed with Una Marson’s story and, even more importantly, her legacy – the impact it had on so many female broadcasters of colour, particularly Black women. Many, myself included, were unaware of this brave, bold and complex trailblazer who had paved the way for others like us.

Una Marson was a journalist, poet, playwright, broadcaster and activist. She had a pioneering influence on British broadcasting and played a pivotal role in bringing Caribbean culture to UK audiences. In 1938, she became the first Black woman employed by the BBC, and in 1941, she became the corporation’s first Black female broadcaster. Throughout her life, Marson was a fierce political activist, fighting against racism and discrimination based on her gender and class. Una Marson was a powerhouse, yet her story has never been given the due it deserves, both in England and her country of birth, Jamaica. Despite her illustrious career and significant achievements, her story has been, at best, forgotten and, at worst, erased.

As I eagerly combed through the BBC’s somewhat limited archive on Una, I became increasingly intrigued. I wanted to know more about how she accomplished all she did – first in 1920s Jamaica and then in Britain a decade later. What were the key moments that shaped her life? Who were the people who raised her? Where did her indomitable self-determination come from – a determination that sadly overwhelmed even a soul as seemingly unconquerable as hers

In my personal time, I tried to piece together the missing fragments of Una’s life. Through this process, I discovered a lot, especially through Dr Delia Jarrett’s biography of Una titled The Life of Una Marson. Each new revelation about this extraordinary woman amazed me. I struggled to reconcile the injustice of how her contributions to broadcasting and public life had been written out of history. I made a promise to myself – and, in a way, to Una – that I would share her remarkable story with the nation and the world when the time was right. This book is the first step towards that goal.

During her time at the BBC, Una’s colleagues and close friends included Orson Welles and T.S. Eliot, two men history has rightfully memorialised as some of the greatest storytellers of the twentieth century. There is a powerful image in the BBC archives from 1942, showing Una – a lone Black woman – leading an editorial meeting, flanked by her predominantly upper-class white male colleagues, including Welles and Eliot. I’ve often second-guessed myself when holding leadership positions where no one else looked like me. But I can only imagine the courage it took for Una to step into her role and how crushing it must have been when her colleagues quickly surpassed her despite all her efforts to prove herself.

Una was just as talented and creative as Welles, Eliot and many of her white male contemporaries, but the world was nowhere near ready to even recognise her humanity, let alone fully embrace her talent. The opportunities they had, which allowed them to realize their full potential, were denied to her. This constant rejection led to an unbearable frustration and sadness within her. Still, despite the odds, she achieved many groundbreaking firsts, as you will read in this book. You will learn about Una’s wit and fierce intellect and be inspired by her passion for civil rights and her fight for both gender and racial justice. Una was a multi-layered, complex and sometimes difficult woman who refused to be defined by the limitations of her time. Somehow, she managed to find the occasional transformative ‘yes’ in a sea of ‘nos’.

Calling Una Marson is the debut release from Akan Books, my new publishing imprint in collaboration with HQ – HarperCollins UK. The mission of Akan Books is to shine a light on underrepresented literary voices and overlooked stories. It’s been a pleasure to collaborate with the incredibly talented Jennifer Obidike to share Una’s story. Jennifer is a brilliant writer who has worked in publishing for some time, but Calling Una Marson is her first book as a named co-author. None of this would have been possible without Jennifer’s tenacity, integrity and commitment to giving Una’s story the reverence it deserves. Although this book has been rigorously researched and includes the known details of her life and words, we’ve taken some creative liberties to try and put the reader in Una’s shoes. Una Marson has no estate, and there are no diaries that would have given us a more in-depth glimpse of her thoughts and feelings. All that’s left is a small box of Una’s papers at the National Library of Jamaica, which hold type-written drafts and clippings from a few plays, poems and articles, and much of her published work in Jamaican newspapers can still be found on microfilm.

There are many trailblazing women like Una who have been written out of history – women who changed society and their industries for the better yet were never given the credit they deserved. In Una’s case, she forged a path where there was none, connecting with British audiences in the late 1930s and during the Second World War in ways that many thought impossible. It would take over two decades for another Black woman to grace the screens of British television. In 1968, three years after Una’s death, Barbara Blake Hannah – a fellow Jamaican woman – became the first Black woman TV reporter on British TV. Sadly, her contract would come to an abrupt end after viewers complained to Thames Television about having a Black reporter.

As a television broadcaster myself, I’ve had the good fortune to enjoy a career that has spanned over two decades so far. I am beyond grateful to Una and later Barbara for opening the door for Black British broadcasters like Floella Benjamin, Moira Stuart and Sir Trevor McDonald – Black TV trailblazers that I looked up to when I was starting out. Without Una, there would be no Trevor, no Floella, no Moira, no me, or anyone else who has followed us.

Hers is a name we should all know.

June Sarpong








Part One








1 When Kingston Beckons

Kingston, Jamaica, May 1928

For anyone else, the end of the working day meant just that – a chance to hurry home, put your feet up and relax, eat dinner with loved ones and eventually fall exhausted into bed. That comfortable sort of life was not for Una Marson.

On this particular day her mind was still hard at work as she left the offices of the Jamaica Critic on King Street. She was heading towards an after-work meeting of the Stenographers’ Association, a collective of middle-class professional secretaries and typists, of which Una was general secretary and treasurer. The streets of Kingston were busy as always at that time, the city’s people a mix of Black and white and every shade in between, testament to the island’s colonial history. Compared with her quiet childhood in Sharon village, the city was everything to Una. It represented life and possibilities in a way that her rural home had not. Her family’s move to Kingston may have been necessary for other reasons, but for an ambitious twenty-three-year-old she couldn’t have lived anywhere else in Jamaica.

Walking past her, you’d have noticed a young, middle-class Jamaican woman, dressed like so many of her contemporaries in a knee-length, sleeveless dress and sporting a fashionable bob. Una’s choice of patterned dress was quirky, her accoutrements modern, yet a sharp-eyed individual would have noticed the way the young woman shrank into herself ever so slightly, no doubt uncomfortable in her body, an unwanted keepsake from her school days when her dark skin was seen as a sign of inferiority. Not that she herself subscribed to that prejudice. Not in the slightest.

‘This is the age of woman.’ She worked through the words in her head, trying to compose the perfect opening to her first editorial letter to the readers of her soon-to-be-launched magazine, The Cosmopolitan, with its lengthy subtitle A Monthly for the Business Youth of Jamaica and the Official Organ of the Stenographers’ Association. People thought she should be thankful for her professional success to date, but the Jamaica Critic didn’t align with her beliefs. She needed to mould her own publication for that. Despite her position, she was still seen as a woman, as someone who should do as she was told, rather than have her own original ideas. No matter where she went it would be the same. This left her with only one option: to carve out the space for herself that no one else would allow.

Una waited at the crossing, alongside a swell of other workers, waiting for the white-suited crossing guard to wave them across. Traffic was a mix of horse-drawn buggies and motor cars, the old and the new. Una was for the new. Less than one hundred years since the ending of slavery, the island’s people had come so far, yet one foot was still turned towards that past.

‘This is the age of woman …’ Why was she finding it so difficult to come up with that first sentence? Perhaps it was because she was hungry, subconsciously distracted. In her enthusiasm to do several things at once, she’d forgotten that she needed to eat before the meeting. She stopped to buy a beef patty at a nearby stall and took it up to Victoria Park, where she could perch on a wall and enjoy eating it in the late-afternoon sun. As she bit into the crust, the flavours of the curried beef evoked the influences that characterised the history of the island so well – the patty itself deriving from the Cornish pasty of Britain, the spices from India, the cayenne from Africa, and Jamaica’s own Scotch bonnet chilli. This was her relaxation time, a chance to gather her thoughts properly as she gazed upon the poinciana trees, just bursting into their flame-red blooms in time for summer. There was so much to be done, and The Cosmopolitan was just her starting point. She would have to get over this block in her mind. Get the job done. Change was on its way, she had no doubt, but it wasn’t coming fast enough. People always wanted you to be grateful for what you already had. But if you were busy looking back, when would you have the chance to look forward?

The trouble with Jamaican society was that for Black people change always seemed to just trickle in as opposed to flood. Even the admission of the first Black faces to Jamaican government (all men, of course) had taken an inordinate amount of time, although by the 1920s many within the Legislative Council were Black, along with a few Black civil servants. As the world was rapidly changing, especially after the chaos of the First World War, Una refused to sit on the sidelines simply working as a secretary for elite white men. This couldn’t be her lot in life, her only function to be an exceptional stenographer in service to men. Una had her own ideas about how to transform Jamaica on a practical level, and how women could effect this. She had her own desires, her own ambitions, and she wanted to put them out into the world.
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If you compared Una’s life in the 1920s with that of her ancestors, going back only a century or so, then yes, enormously positive changes had indeed occurred. Jamaica was an island with a violent history, from the time of the ‘discovery’ of the Americas by Christopher Columbus in 1492, and the arrival of the Spanish, who brought death, enslavement and disease to the Taino people that had lived peacefully there for almost a millennium. Xaymaca, as the Taino called the island, became Jamaica, and the violence initiated by the Conquistadors continued for centuries as enslaved people were shipped across the Atlantic from Africa. The arrival of the British simply exchanged the customs of one empire for another, the empire that still counted Jamaica as one of its children until well past the middle of the twentieth century.

For all this time under British rule, however, children were taught that it was good to live under the protection of the mother country. Young British subjects were taught very little of their country’s depressing history and what they were told was shown through a rose-tinted lens. After all, they learned it was the British who ended slavery, thanks to men like William Wilberforce. You just had to ignore the several hundred years of human suffering that they had been responsible for beforehand.

As a child, Una had been taught to be kind to others, to treat people as she would herself want to be treated. It seemed madness to think that this ethos couldn’t extend across oceans, races and peoples. But then there was the question of money. Britain’s interest in Jamaica had been born out of the success and profits realised in Barbados ten years earlier via the cultivation of sugar using slave labour. Jamaica’s landmass was larger than that of its West Indian sibling, and a decade of cultivation and export in Barbados had shown planters that their wealth could multiply twenty times over. This new island could also deliver financial rewards, no matter that the cost involved thousands of human lives.

Despite the riches being made by a handful of wealthy planters and businessmen, there were those who did manage to see beyond the greed when it came to the exploitation of the enslaved, namely Baptist missionaries, Black and white. They played an important role in advocating for the abolition of slavery and made this denomination of Christianity one of the most popular faiths in Jamaica. Una’s father, Reverend Solomon Isaac Marson, had been a Baptist minister. He had come from humble origins in the village of Brown’s Town, Saint Ann Parish, born into a period of uncertainty in the 1850s.

After the full abolishment of slavery had come into effect in 1838, there was no help available for those freed. Slave owners were paid around £20 million in compensation for the loss of their enslaved workers (the immense debt taken on by the British government to do so was only ‘paid off’ in 2015), including a huge payment of £106,769 to Sir John Gladstone, whose son William later became prime minister. But for those who had been enslaved on these plantations there was nothing. They could either accept low wages while paying high rents back on the sugar estates, where at least they had the familiarity of knowing that their basic needs would be met, or they could head off into the mountains and survive off the land, impoverished but free. Planters, too, wondered what they should do – the idea of hiring those whom they had once owned as property seemed unthinkable. Instead, many chose to take on a new workforce, an influx of indentured servants from India and China, and even those classified as ‘Free Africans’, who were coming to Jamaica of their own free will to find work.

One of those who did make a difference was William Knibb, an English Baptist missionary, prominent abolitionist and enemy of the slave owners. After tirelessly campaigning for the cause in both Jamaica and Britain, he joined forces with fellow missionaries James Philippo and Thomas Burchell to raise money for their ‘Free Villages’ scheme. Through agents – for these men were hated by the majority of landowners – they bought up parcels suitable for settlements. There would be chapels and schools, and formerly enslaved people could own freeholds, meaning they could build their own houses without fear of eviction and grow crops as small-time farmers, feeling safe within a community of people like themselves. Una’s paternal grandparents in Brown’s Town took up such an opportunity, raising a few farm animals alongside their crops.

Not everybody was so lucky, however, and even for those who had managed to secure land, life remained difficult as their fields were vulnerable to floods and droughts that destroyed what they had planted. The people of St Ann, starving and in need of assistance, wrote a petition to Queen Victoria, which was sent to the Colonial Office for a reply, but the words that came back were heartless. Instead of a strategy to solve the plight of a large majority of the island who had been let go without recourse to assistance, the government and the elites blamed them for what they perceived to be their own inadequacies. And so the peasants – angry, hungry and desperate – rebelled.

The rebellion was sparked by inflammatory events that took place at the Morant Bay courthouse on 7 October 1865, leading to the issuing of several arrest warrants, including one for the preacher Paul Bogle who had called for reforms. With rising support in the form of over three hundred armed men, on 11 October Bogle marched with them to the courthouse in Morant Bay, where they were met with the militia called up by the local magistrates. Bogle’s men held their own against the militia for two days before the governor, Edward John Eyre, sent in troops. Over four hundred Black Jamaicans were killed in the fighting and later – whether they had been involved in the protest or not – by execution. Bogle himself was captured, sentenced to death and hanged. Although the rebellion had failed and the people were left worse off in many ways, word did get back to Britain, where the events were the subject of fierce debate. Eyre was protected from prosecution and quietly replaced as governor.

The Morant Bay Rebellion cost hundreds of lives, and even though minor reforms would subsequently be implemented, depending on which English governor swooped in to ‘rule’, unemployment would continue to be rife for decades to come, with taxes high and wages low.
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Back in May 1928, as Una finished eating her patty in Victoria Park, sugar remained Jamaica’s most lucrative export, although its value soared and crashed over the decades. Workers still toiled for low wages under deplorable conditions for American and British companies, the profits siphoned overseas rather than staying on Jamaican soil to benefit the indigenous population. Although things had improved for some, a strict ladder remained in place and for many its rungs felt oiled.

The white planter class still ruled at the very top of society, despite constituting only a tiny fraction of the population. Beneath them sat a middle-class group, Black but with a lighter complexion, a product of the melting pot of ethnicities that inhabited the island, not to mention the so-called ‘relationships’ that planters had often forced upon their slaves behind the scenes. A darker class of white-collar, lower-middle-class workers and professionals – police officers, secretaries, teachers and nurses – occupied the next rung down. The dark-skinned labourers – the majority of the islanders, who underpinned the country’s economic foundations – were glued to the bottom, with nowhere further to fall. No one above wanted to align themselves with the poor and oppressed, those slandered as barbarians, ugly and inferior, only worthy of being conquered and tamed. It was easier to aspire to colonial values and disassociate oneself from any trace of African heritage.

Una didn’t consider herself a rebel, but she couldn’t help but feel a degree of admiration for those who spoke out in favour of ordinary Jamaicans. People like Marcus Garvey, who had set up the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in 1914 as a counter to white supremacy, colonial rule and its impact on the consciousness of people of colour in the West Indies and further afield. His controversial efforts made him a pariah across the globe, but labourers all over the world knew they had a powerful ally in Garvey, as he divided his time between the West Indies, the United States, Britain, and South and Central America, becoming the voice of those who were unable to advocate for themselves.

Six months before the launch of Una’s new magazine, Garvey’s ability to galvanise the oppressed Black masses wherever he went caused panic, and when he landed back in his country of birth, Jamaica, on 10 December 1927, after being expatriated back home from the United States following a spell in prison, crowds previously unseen swelled in Kingston, with officials bristling at the threat of an uprising. The Colonial Office took precautions, watching Garvey’s every move. They refused him and his wife, Amy Jacques Garvey, visas to visit West Indian, South and Central American islands, countries where the UNIA was popular among labourers. Despite this, Garvey and his wife would make it to Britain in April 1928. They began networking with Black seamen who’d served in the First World War and Black students, as both groups were having issues of their own in the mother country, racial discrimination, poverty and poor living conditions among them. Although Una was not alone in disagreeing with some of Garvey’s tactics, she nevertheless respected him. She couldn’t help but be infected by the spirit of change that Black spokesmen like him ushered in. Garvey’s vision was global, however, and Una just wanted to change things for herself and women like her, who didn’t even have the freedom to become a spokesperson in the way that Garvey was. Start small and then see where the path leads.

Una checked the time on her watch and got to her feet, brushing patty crumbs from her skirt. It wasn’t far to the community hall, and she was bang on time, but yet again the hall was nearly empty. Did no one else long for modern ideas? Was she really the only woman in Kingston who wanted to hear talks, and to debate women’s work and women’s rights in the workplace? Was no one else as frustrated as she was? The Stenographers’ Association might not have been the hottest ticket in town, but surely this meagre audience was not the pinnacle of what she might achieve? She almost felt bad for these women who had shown up, who had given up their evenings of leisure only to languish at a stale gathering that clearly had no momentum behind it even three months past its inception.

The guest speaker had already arrived and was sitting onstage by the lectern, going through his notes. A man, of course, since so many women were lost to the professional world once they married and had children. Therein lay the problem. Who wanted to think about union organisation – still illegal – and protecting one’s interests, whether around possible unemployment or meagre wages, when one had more pressing responsibilities towards a husband, children or immediate family? Who had the time to stretch themselves thin, especially when they weren’t paid for their time and the Stenographers’ Association’s objectives were unclear? Una had tried to create a plan of attack, but it was difficult juggling so many roles on her own, no matter how passionate she felt about them.

Una made her way to the stage. ‘Let us just wait a few minutes more,’ she told the paltry audience. There was some shuffling and muttering, and she lowered her voice to apologise to the man who had given up his time to address such a tiny number. After ten minutes she let him begin and tried not to glare into the audience as she heard at least two women leave before he’d finished, chairs scraping back followed by the slam of the hall’s door. To Una it felt like a slap in the face, and she despaired over what she might have done differently. Her hopes were all hanging on the launch of The Cosmopolitan. Word of mouth was everything – and how much easier to attract an audience through a popular magazine (and Una was confident that it would be). These meetings might not have been the success that she envisaged, but the magazine was where it would all begin. Where else, when a love of literature had been instilled in her at such a young age?
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Una Maud Victoria Marson was born on 6 February 1905 in the Sharon Mission House, Sharon village. Her father Solomon was the local parson, and as the youngest child of six – plus three children adopted by the Marsons – Una was always known locally as the ‘Parson’s baby’, even after she’d long grown up. The house, a wooden two-storey structure with plenty of grounds for the Marson children to play in, provided a safe and comfortable environment in which to grow up. Although they were not rich, the family had the budget for domestic staff, including a coachman to drive the reverend in his buggy to visit the various outstations that dotted the countryside.

Una was always her father’s daughter. She felt understood by him in a way that she wasn’t by her mother. Ada was very proper, dignified and devout, as befitted a reverend’s wife. There was Irish blood in her veins thanks to her maternal grandfather, and while she had passed her light skin on to her older daughter, Edith, who also shared her mother’s temperament, Una was dark like her father. Mother and younger daughter were never quite on the same page.

The household was a musical idyll. Ada played organ during church services and shared her love of music with her children – it was always Ethel’s first love. She and Edith brought home sheet music of all sorts – carols, love songs, religious music – to play on the piano, and Una, too, learned to play. Although not much is known about Una’s other siblings, Edith and Ethel remained a large part of her life, and it was they who introduced her to poetry. Thanks to their schooling, the English Romantic poets in particular became a special love.

Ada never really understood her daughter, but Una did have one adult woman in her family when growing up with whom she forged a close bond. Cousin Angie was Reverend Solomon’s cousin. She owned a small cloth store and would come to Sharon once or twice a year from her home in Brown’s Town to stay a few weeks with Solomon’s family. Angie brought presents and love, and during those weeks the household felt invigorated. It wasn’t that Angie was any less of an example of a good Christian woman than Una’s mother, Ada, it was simply that she knew how to be proper while still bringing fun and excitement into every activity. With Una’s parents she would share gossip late after dinner. For the children she would tuck them up in bed and tell them ghost stories and tales of Anansi the spider, whose stories had arrived in Jamaica from West Africa on those transatlantic slave ships so many years before. Una would remain close to Angie through adulthood, and it is clear from her writings on her beloved relative that in Angie she found the relationship she never had with Ada.

Una’s feeling of not quite fitting in began at Hampton School in 1915. At the time her father was on the board of trustees, and she might have gained an advantage through that connection as she was awarded a Free Foundationer’s Scholarship to cover her fees for tuition and boarding (usually around £45 per year). Both Ethel and Edith attended Hampton and thrived, but Una struggled somewhat, partly down to changes wrought by world events. Hampton was traditionally the refuge of daughters from upper-middle-class families whose budget couldn’t quite stretch to an English boarding-school education. However, thanks to the outbreak of the First World War, it was no longer safe to make the ocean crossing to the mother country, so Hampton’s numbers now swelled with the offspring of the most well-off white and Creole families of Jamaica. In a country where skin colour was one of the strongest social markers, Una stood out.

If young Una wasn’t excluded for the colour of her skin, she was certainly made to feel not quite adequate because of her lower-middle-class standing. Even years later, living in Kingston – sixty or so miles from the school’s village high up in the Santa Cruz mountains – she could feel the cold, dead stares of her white and Black classmates and could hear the cruel remonstrations of headmistress Maud Marion Barrows, who would berate Una and the other scholarship girls in front of the entire school for any minor misdemeanour. They were continually reminded that they were getting their education for free and ought to be grateful. Each time Una stood on stage she was made to feel inferior, as if the students, and even the teachers – a mix of English and Jamaican women, all of whom had studied in Britain – were doing her a favour, no matter how grudgingly, by allowing her to attend their prestigious school. Una’s treatment as a second-class citizen reeked of times gone by, when the planters of sugarcane estates belittled and tortured their slaves for the power it made them feel and the sheer pleasure it granted. The unfair degradation of the darker girls on scholarships was meted out for the same demeaning reasons.

As if this constant and pervasive sense of judgement, inferiority and rejection were not enough, the year that Una entered Hampton School at the age of ten would also be one of devastating loss. At the age of just fifty-seven, Una’s father passed away. Adding to the crushing pain of being away from her home and her large family, of being thrown into a sea of girls who disdained her for the colour of her skin and lowly social rank, her fragile heart now had to contend with the death of her beloved father.

With no one to confide in, and no one to console her, she most likely buttoned up her feelings and took to occupying herself with all the responsibilities and social demands of school. But Una’s unfelt grief, which must have niggled away at her over the years, would probably have been construed as an outward air of detachment by her peers. Even as she half-heartedly took to her schoolwork, Una’s ten-year-old mind couldn’t comprehend never seeing her father in the flesh again. What did they mean, he was dead? Never again would she sit next to him in the buggy as he went on his rounds through Sharon village in the town of Santa Cruz, often preaching at four or five different churches, as well as seeing to a long list of other duties, both within and outside of the church. Gone forever were those rare instances when he allowed her to sit quietly and read with him in his handsome study that she loved, full of important-looking theological books, papers and English classics.

It was this room in the house that excited her the most, not only because of its books, but because it was usually off-limits as her father diligently worked. In contrast, she found the sewing room, where her mother spent most of her time, to be utterly dull. The study was where she stole surreptitious glances at her father, attempting to mimic his studiousness while at the same time feeling afraid that she might do something to disturb or displease him. When he left for his rounds, she occasionally mustered up the courage to sneak into the study. She snuggled into his chair and pretended that she herself was the Revered Solomon Marson, carefully poring over his books, murmuring biblical passages to herself. When Una crept out again, she made sure to leave things exactly as she’d found them, lest her secret visits were discovered, which would surely lead to punishment. The solace would no doubt have provided a welcome reprieve, too, from the bustling household.

After her father died, Una pined for his company more than ever. Even during the ten short years she’d had with him, she had never felt – on account of his relentless responsibilities – that she commanded his sole attention. All her young life Una had taken the Reverend Solomon in, breathless and transfixed, sitting in the front pews of his churches with her family, watching him deliver his sermons on a Sunday come rain or shine. How was it possible that she would never experience those precious moments again?

In many regards, it surprised no one in Sharon village that Reverend Solomon had passed away so young. He had extended himself considerably, like most other Jamaican pastors, working a hybrid role as magistrate and solicitor, domestic adviser, physician and government agent. Parishioners far and wide would come to him to request his help in settling disputes about property or familial matters; to tend to the ailing; to help run a day school; to sit on a government board – not to mention his occasional duties on the board of trustees for Hampton School, as one of three ministers of religion.

To help lessen the heavy burden of work on his shoulders, the Marson family had organised themselves to ensure that every facet of Reverend Solomon’s home life was comfortable – he was their mighty and charming breadwinner, after all, the man who, at the end of every Sunday, left his congregants looking forward to returning to church the following week. A content Solomon meant he could do an exceptional job, and in exchange, the full members of the congregation and the Baptist Missionary Society lined his pockets, furnishing him with an impressive £90 a year. The Sharon Mission House belonged to the local Baptist church, and so along with her father, Una lost her childhood home. The property and staff would be inherited by the next parson to be appointed.
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After the disappointing meeting at the community hall, Una made her way to the tram stop, ready for home and the comfort of a home-cooked meal. Taking a seat on the left-hand side, she stared listlessly out of the window, the sky blazing a brilliant orange as the sun set hazy in the distance just beyond the Blue Mountains. Was she making the right decision, establishing her own magazine? She had always tried to be practical, making choices based on improving her own and her family’s circumstances. Following the death of Una’s father, the family had been forced to relocate to Kingston, where Una’s maternal aunt lived. After leaving Hampton at the age of seventeen, it had seemed a sensible option for Una to learn stenography – the writing and subsequent transcribing of shorthand on a typewriter – to start earning as soon as possible to support her grieving and penniless mother.

Now, rattling through the city, Una could still hear the voice of Miss Barrows, her old headmistress, calling her a fool. Miss Barrows had been proud of Edith and Ethel, who’d both gone on to become teachers. It was a family vocation, as Una’s father had also attended Mico Training College in Kingston with the aim of teaching elementary school before he had changed tack and become a Baptist minister. Perhaps it was her negative experiences at Hampton that dissuaded Una from following in her beloved father’s footsteps. But if old Miss Barrows had thought that Una was unambitious, she was dead wrong. Una intended to excel, and after several years in the workplace, she had come to the correct conclusion that no one else was going to help her reach the heights she hoped to achieve. As a woman her options were limited, especially so in Jamaica. She wondered why: Where are the Elizabeth Frys of this island? The Dorothea Dixes and Josephine Butlers? She could think only of Mary Seacole; a nurse during the Crimean War, Seacole had travelled the world, run businesses and helped those in need. She had been one of the few Jamaican women to defy the odds. Could Una do the same?

After training as a stenographer, Una threw herself into the world of social work to help support the family. She spent the first year with the Salvation Army, who were among other things assisting Jamaican labourers to and from Cuba. Another four years were spent at the YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) on 76 Hanover Street in Kingston, working for an English boss named Edgar B. Hallett, who’d served as a seaman during the First World War and returned with an injury that had damaged his leg. Despite his characteristic limp, he proved an industrious man, one who required great effort to keep up with. Una was well suited to working with him and matched his tirelessness. ‘You’re the picture of a fine YMCA secretary,’ Hallett used to boom, his praise leaving her flushed and shy. ‘I couldn’t ask for a better right-hand woman.’

This work alongside Hallett provided Una with a mission and a purpose – to help improve the lives of Jamaican children and give them better opportunities. She helped him organise clubs and summer camps for disadvantaged youths. She admired his leadership skills, teaching young boys to respect themselves, and to teach their peers to do the same. Her years at the YMCA were comfortable – a good introduction to city life. In her free time she attended football, basketball and water-polo matches, whooping and hollering in support. On other days, she attended religious and social gatherings put on by the YMCA or went for weekend hikes to Blue Mountain Peak, the highest summit on the island.

Her time with Hallett and the YMCA would come to an end when Dunbar T. Wint, a member of Saint Ann’s legislative council, offered Una a job as assistant editor of his monthly journal, the Jamaica Critic, just shy of her twenty-first birthday. Una’s new boss made it clear that her role was not to contribute to the socio-political content of the magazine – the men could do that – but rather to pepper in material more befitting her sex. While this was closer to the type of work she aspired to, allowing her to flex her creativity, the limited subject matter was tedious work for a brain such as Una’s. It was this lack of freedom that had led her to conceive the idea of The Cosmopolitan. Why did she need someone dictating what she could write about? Wint had very set ideas about what constituted ‘feminine subjects’, but if Una had wider interests than he could possibly imagine, then other women would too.

The rhythm of the tram settled Una’s thoughts, although she still needed that opening line for her inaugural editorial letter. After tonight’s lacklustre meeting it had to be something eye-catching. Something inspirational.
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‘This is the age of woman: What man has done, women may do.’

Etty looked up from her book, her body curled up on the living-room sofa. ‘Ah, I see. So you’re taking on the man’s role by walking in here late, expecting your dinner on the table?’

Una laughed. ‘I’ll cook tomorrow. I promise. It smells good though.’

She sank into the armchair and kicked off her shoes, fashionable enough to be hurting something rotten by this point of the day.

‘Just chicken, rice and peas.’

Etty – Ethel – Marson was Una’s closest relative and friend. The pair of them shared a house on South Camp Road and although Una would claim she was happy enough on her own, she had to admit she enjoyed her sister’s company. The two of them would sit together and eat, as they often did, chatting about their day and the goings-on of the rest of the large, but rather distant, family.

Ethel was now a secretary to George Goode, Deputy Director of Agriculture in the Jamaican civil service. Although Etty didn’t always understand Una’s constant flow of ideas, proliferating endeavours, and her tempestuous ups and downs, she was supportive of her younger sibling in a way that their eldest sister Edith was not. Edith had followed the expected path, becoming a headmistress and marrying a Baptist parson, Reverend Jones. Edith Marson-Jones truly was her mother’s daughter. In many ways it seemed as if Edith was Ada’s favourite, her spitting image, although she also approved of Ethel, who had a much more grounded and sensible approach to life than Ada’s youngest daughter.

Una feared mentioning the news of The Cosmopolitan to her mother at all, mostly because no matter what Una did, there never came a hint of motherly pride or congratulation, no soft touch of affection, no warm smile to say she approved. Once again, Una was meddling in matters of the mind, instead of focusing on the kinds of feminine pursuits that her mother and her sisters knew so well. The constant comparisons to her sisters, whether at home or at school, never failed to burrow deep. Yet it still wasn’t enough to deter Una from her calling; the lure of words was too great, and her desire to immerse herself in political action felt too important to set aside simply to keep her mother happy. After all, Una was about to become Jamaica’s first female editor-publisher.

A businessman named Bowen, managing director of an insurance company, had kindly helped her with initial funding for the publication. It meant a lot that he’d trusted in her abilities as an administrator and writer, and she had no doubt that her middle-class education and charm, along with her strong personality, had convinced him that she could do the job. Yet even so, she couldn’t help but worry that she was already in over her head, particularly with the business side of things. It was difficult enough having to manage her own financial affairs – work as a secretary only provided her with just enough – but Bowen perhaps had bigger ideas than she did. If The Cosmopolitan were going to have more of a global and international reach, namely America, then she would need to find big-money advertisers to help support and sustain the publication for future success. It took considerable effort to push back the huge waves of anxiety that threatened to crush her each time she thought about all that was at stake.

No doubt Bowen had been influenced by the rise of print media soon after the First World War, particularly in New York City. Money had flowed into the hedonistic playground of the city at this time as if from opulent Art Deco fountains, the influx of cash contributing to its burgeoning broadcasting and entertainment scene, not to mention a wealth of creative and highly lucrative changes in fashion and art, book and magazine publishing. Five years before The Cosmopolitan, Henry Luce and Brit Hadden had launched the weekly news publication TIME magazine in 1923, and a couple of years later Harold Ross debuted the New Yorker, his target audience the Manhattan elite with highbrow tastes and international lifestyles. The magazine often featured material from well-known writers such as F. Scott Fitzgerald, who documented the excesses of the Jazz Age in America. Of course, Kingston, Jamaica, could hardly compare to New York City, and Una Marson could never have the privileges of a white man. To aim as high as the new periodicals springing up in New York would be impossible, and in any case Una was far more interested in the types of women’s magazines blossoming in London, whose themes had a far greater resonance with the subjects she was mulling over in her own country.

This plethora of magazines had emerged in the interwar years, all produced by women who wanted to free themselves from the false notions of duty and service propagated by the First World War. The key idea that spoke loudly from many of these periodicals was the word ‘modern’, and after the war there were many middle- and upper-class white British women desperate to thrust the female sex to the forefront of social and political decision-making and discussion. Time and Tide: The Modern Weekly for the Modern Woman was put together in 1920 by the Six Point Group, Britain’s leading gender-equality organisation, and they were offering political and literary debate from a feminist perspective. The formation coincided with the Representation of the People Act passing into law a couple of years earlier, offering only a small subset of women in Britain and Ireland the vote. In 1925 Modern Woman emerged, targeting the middle-class housewife and career woman. Many of these magazines featured a range of exciting and practical content, from articles on the women’s movement to thoughts on motherhood and employment, as well as features on homemaking and fashion. There were book and theatre reviews, alongside short stories and poetry (a particular love of Una’s), reinforcing the idea that the modern woman not only looked good, but was well read, cultured and informed.

Una’s hope was that The Cosmopolitan could be the equivalent of some of these magazines, specifically aiming to reach the business youth of Jamaica, which included men, although the target audience would be modern woman like herself. But what did the modern Jamaican woman look like? Did she even exist? Most women in Kingston seemed content with staying at home or going to the office, and generally not aspiring to much else politically or intellectually. In Una’s opinion, the fact that more and more women were working was fantastic but these women, she felt, could and should aspire to more, looking beyond their own immediate lives and circumstances. It was high time that professional women took hold of their destinies and relinquished the expectation of submitting to their husband as the breadwinner upon marriage, quitting work to attend to his and the children’s needs. Surely the role of woman as an object to be admired, and as a husband’s loyal and passive subject, was outdated, alongside the idea that men were the only ones with the brains and the drive to engage in business and politics.

Una would see to it that The Cosmopolitan ushered in public debate among both women and men about a woman’s role in society. She wanted to champion the accomplishments and forward-thinking activities of women, both in Jamaica and abroad. There seemed to be a great deal of feminist activity in America and Britain, but she knew she would need to tread carefully to achieve the right balance between seeking a more modern approach to gender and offering
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