(MARY BOWSER: UNION SPY(

M

ary Bowser is an

influential figure for

[image: image1.emf]the modern woman seeking to make a difference in the future. She overcame the ignorance that was part and parcel of the slavery she endured for years and in her own right was a very intelligent and clever woman who went after what she knew was right. 

All women should look to Mary Bowser as an inspiration to aspire to their full potential as I do.
(The Preceding Years

Mary Bowser was born in Richmond, Virginia. Her birth date is indefinite but 1839 is plausible. Mary was born into slavery and was bound to a Mr. Van Lew, a prominent merchant in the community. When Mr. Van Lew died he left his estate to his wife and daughter both of whom decided to free his slaves.
(The Catalyst

During this particular time there was a bundle of tension between the northern and southern states for many diversified and valid reasons. One key point that was most lingered on was slavery a definite power-house of controversy and one that divided the country in two.

The deceased Mr. Van Lew’s daughter, Elizabeth was a firm abolitionist which caused a bit of a stir as she chose not to move from the greatly confederate Richmond. Ms. Van Lew sent one of her father’s former slaves, Ms. Mary Bowser, to a school in Philadelphia.  

(The Focal Point of Mary’s Life 

When Mary returned Elizabeth had made quite a few changes, because of the hostility expressed by her neighbors Elizabeth had taken to acting the part of a demented, spinster who wandered the avenues. People took to calling her “Crazy Bet”.  A well-

planned scheme on Elizabeth’s part. 
She diverted attention from her strong held beliefs, & the help she gave  to Union soldiers and her developing spy ring. 
As Mary made her way to her native Richmond from the Philadelphian school Elizabeth recognized her intellect as well as her photographic memory and invited her into the world of political intrigue. Though Mary was against the war she had powerful abolishment beliefs and took Crazy Bet up on her offer.

Days before the start of the Civil War Mary wed Wilson Bowser, a free black man. Soon Elizabeth with the help of her deceased father’s social connections got Mary introduced into the Confederate White House’s employment. Pres. Jefferson Davis thought Mary an illiterate slave and did not attempt to censor himself in her presence.

 Mary took full advantage of his prejudice and took a page from Crazy Bet’s book and acted the part of the competent and tad nutty servant. Mary with her photographic memory was able to glance at Mr. Davis’ military plans and through predetermined codes would tell the other members of her espionage circuit.
Mary was close to being caught by Jefferson Davis many times, as he knew information was being leaked from the White house but hadn’t yet considered her. We do know however Mary was eventually discovered and had to make an escape but not before attempting to burn down the White house though she was not successful. Mary was an integral part of Elizabeth’s spy ring and found vital information that led to the Union’s victory over the confederacy.

Thomas, a baker and another member of Crazy Bet’s team was greatly involved with getting Mary’s information from the White house to Bet. He was quoted as saying, “…as she was working right in the Davis home and had a photographic mind. Everything she saw on the Rebel president’s desk, she could repeat word for word. Unlike most colored, she could read and write. She made a point of always coming out to my wagon when I made deliveries at the Davis’ home to drop information.”
(Her After Life 

Many things are not known about Mary’s life after the war, it is believed she and her family returned to Philadelphia, but many documents involving her and other spies were destroyed as there was a concern her family might be harmed by some zealot confederates. Her own family it appears accidentally threw out her diary in 1952 which likely held many first hand accounts of her days as a spy. 

(Honoring Mary and Her Contribution

The government finally acknowledged her great service to her country and the Union’s cause by honoring her memory and introducing her into the U.S. Intelligence Corps hall of Fame. “Ms. Bowser certainly succeeded in a highly dangerous mission to the great benefit of the Union effort. She was one of the highest placed and most productive espionage agents of the Civil War… [Her information] greatly enhanced the Union’s conduct of the war…. Jefferson Davis never discovered the leak in his household staff, although he knew the Union somehow kept discovering Confederate plans.” 
(Reflections

Mary without a doubt in my mind was a key part in the Union’s victory and as such has affected every person in America for the better. Now I’m sure she would be even prouder of her commitment to the cause if she could see what has come from it. She has forever changed what my life might have been by giving all of us the chance at equality and freedom. Without which our world would be very dismal indeed. I chose Mary Bowser because I know many have never heard of her, before this paper I hadn’t, and I think she deserves acknowledgement for the deeds that have undoubtedly given our great nation the chance it needed to grow and mature for the better. 
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