
Mary Bowser 
Mary Elizabeth Bowser was born as a slave, 
believed to be in born around 1840. Her date of 
birth is not recorded but she was baptized on May 
17, 1846. John Van Lew, a wealthy hardware 
merchant purchased her as a companion for his 
daughter, Elizabeth. Elizabeth freed her father's 
slaves after his death in 1843 or 1851 (sources 
differ). But the Van Lew family also had a secret; 
they were Northern spies, abolitionist and involved 
in the Underground Railroad. 
 
Mary remained with the Van Lew family and 
worked as a paid servant. It has been reported 

Elizabeth also sent Mary to the School for Negroes in Philadelphia in the late 1850s. It 
was illegal in Virginia for blacks to be able to read. Slaves were deemed illiterate and 
not intelligent, and slave servants were trained to seem invisible. Mary was able to gain 
considerable information simply by doing her job, when placed in the right situation as a 
domestic servant. She was rumored to have an almost photographic memory, a skill 
that was handy for a spy. She got a job working for Jefferson Davies and his wife. 
Toward the end of the war, suspicion finally did fall on Mary, although it is not known 
how or why. She fled in January 1865. After the war, the north destroyed as much 
espionage information as possible to protect the spies. But in doing so much history 
was lost. She also worked as a teacher for freed slaves at the end of the war. 
 
Before the war started, she was married to a free black man, William Bowser. William 
and Mary were married four days after the Civil War began. It is reported, they never 
had children. Nor is it known where they relocated. They may have even taken alias 
names. 
 
In 1995, the U.S. government honored Mary Elizabeth Bowser for her efforts, she was 
induced in the U.S. Army Military Intelligence Corps Hall of Fame. At the ceremony, her 
contribution was described thus: "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." 
 
http://maryelizabethbowser.weebly.com/biography.html 
http://www.womeninhistoryohio.com/mary-elizabeth-bowser.html 


