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Freed Slave in Virginia Became Spy, Took Down Confederate White House

Shared from the 3/25/2019 The Virginian-Pilot eEdition

In early 1862, at the height of the Civil War, Confederate President Jefferson Davis be-
came a very paranoid man.  His army was struggling against the Union, which was getting
mysteriously better and better at predicting his moves.  Davis suspected a mole some-
where in his government, leaking information.

He was right - and wrong.  There was, indeed, a mole.  But is was a servant at the Confed-
erate White House in Richmond - a freed slave with a photographic memory who, in addi-
tion to caring for his wife’s dresses, slipped the North valuable secrets from Davis’ own
desk.

Her name was Mary Bowser.  Hers is one of the great but infrequently told spy stories in
American history - a shame, say historians and others who write about the Civil War,
because it is a tale with an enduring, important lesson.

Bowser used the assumption that she was far less intelligent than her white employers
against them.  “By playing to that stereotype, she becomes an intelligence agent and ,
therefore, proves the value of black intelligence at undermining the institution of slavery
itself,” Lois Leveen, a historical novelist who based one of her books on bower, said while
discussing the spy’s legacy in 2013 during a panel discussion at the Museum of the
Confederacy in Richmond.

“This is a humdinger of a tale,” said another panelist, University of Virginia historian
Elizabeth Varon.  Varon detailed Bowser’s life and spy capers in her 2003 book, “Southern
Lady, Yankee Spy.”

The book is primarily a biography of Elizabeth L. Van Lew, a well-known Richmond society
figure and daughter of prominent slave owners.  Van lew is the second humdinger in this
story.  She abhorred slavery.  And when the was broke out, she decided to do something
about it.  Instead of moving north with her family, Van Lew stayed in the family mansion.
From there, she ran a spy ring known as the Richmond Underground.  Her spy methods
were not particularly sophisticated, but the information her agents provided to Gen. Ulysses
S. Grant - especially during the Battle of Richmond - was crucial.

One of those spies was Bowser.  She was born around 1840 while her parents were
enslaved by Van Lew’s family.  The Van Lews had conflicted feelings about slavery.  They
sent Bowser north to be educated during her teenage years.  Later, she did missionary
work in Liberia.

When she returned to Richmond, Bowser was arrested.  It was illegal to return to a slave
state after living in a free one.  Van Lew bailed her out.  At some point, she brought Bowser
into her spy network, helping her get a job as a servant at the Confederate White House.
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The tradecraft was simple  A family friend of the Van Lews worked for a seamstress near
the Confederate White House.  Bowser brought the fist lady’s dresses there not just when
they needed work but also to send important messages to Van Lew.  The dresses held the
messages.  Bowser sewed them into the fabric.

The was perilous work - especially for Bowser, who probably would have been executed if
she were caught.  But she was too good to be caught.

As for Van Lew, the Confederates began closing in on her in 1864, but by then the war -  for
Virginia and the South - was pretty much lost.  When Grant’s army rolled into Richmond in
1865, Van Lew wrote in her journal, “Oh, army of my country, how glorious was your
welcome!”

As for Bowser, she moved to Georgia to become a teacher.  And she spent the rest of her
life telling the story of her time as a spy - down South and up North.  Why?  “For a purpose,”
Varon said.  “For the purpose of saying:  “We need our rights protected.  We’re still
vulnerable.  The work’s not done yet.”

(Note:  Mary Bowser died in 1867.)

Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on April 8, 2000.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on February 14, 2000

Albeatro Charr lives in
Frederick and has the
longest dreds.  His hair
reaches below his belt.
Albeatro is originally from
Panama.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on August
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Jimmy Pennywell celebrated his 80th
birthday at the American Legion Post
#11 on April 30th.  Along with Jimmy is
his wife Dorothy and a large group of
well wishers.
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Reprinted with the permission
of the Frederick News-Post
publisher on June 11, 2009.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on June 13, 2002

Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on June 20,
2001

Peter Michael publishes the Underground Railroad Free Press.  It is free, available
on line, and very interesting. Get on his mailing list by going to
info@urrfreepress.com.
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To contact Ms. Summers call 240 344-2281
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on September 24, 2015

Thank you to all for contributing
articles, pictures and information to
this newsletter over many years.
Your stories and family histories are
very important to telling the world
about our experience living in
Frederick County.

It is also very important to be able
to pass on to the next generations
what happened in the past and how
we have progressed to where we
are today.

The Black History Museum that the
City of Frederick and AARCH are
working on will be a wonderful
focus on telling our stories.

Belva
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The continuation of the Diggs Family History.  The Frederick News-Post articles
were used by Carolyn Ambush Davis with permission of the Frederick News-Post.
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Negro Professional Women Club.
Current members of the Frederick club.

Mrs. Bernice Pryor is a great Gospel
Singer living in Frederick.  She has
sung with TRI Stand for many years.

Thank you for keeping us updated on church events.
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Drawing by Ms. Akilah Hill.  She is the daughter of Mr. & Mrs. Wata Hill
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Pillars of Frederick

On the McCutcheon Apple Products building is a mural by Yemi depicting 40 Frederick
visionaries.  You can see it from South East Street at the train station.  Painted on the
wall are four African Americans that helped form the Fredericki we know today.

Dr. Ulysses Grant Bourne
1873 - 1956

Dr. Claude Richard DeLauter, Jr.
1911 - 2001
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William Osborn Lee, Jr.
1928 - 2004

George E. Dredden, Jr.
1929 - 2010

132



133



Belva’s granddaughter, Brianna
Thornton and Jazz Cowen.  Both live in
Atlanta, Georgia where Brianna is a
model.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on June 20,
2001

Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on June 13, 2002
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Reprinted with the permission
of the Frederick News-Post
publisher on June 11, 2009.
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Frederick Events

Frederick African American Museum

Last Known Slave Ship

Dr. Blanche Bourne-Tyree

Data Bases for Slave Genealogy

Bill Lee Remembers

July  2019
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Thank you to all who have dreamed and worked for this museum.  Kudos to David Key
and AARCH for negotiating with the City of Frederick for this recognition.  Thank you to
Mayor Michael O’Connor for backing this initiative.

145



146



147



Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick Magazine, April 2019.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on April 1, 2018.
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Reprinted with the permission of the
Frederick News-Post publisher on
February 19, 1954

Lincoln High Basketball

Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on February 25, 1993
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on June
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On May 10, 2019 at 12:00 PM, James
Anthony Spencer graduated Magna
Cum Laude from West Virginia
University with a bachelor of Science
degree in Spor ts and Exercise
Psychology.  He will attend Georgia
Southern University in the fall where
he will continue to major i Sports and
Exercise Psychology.

James is pictured with Lauren Brown
and their grandfather Michael North.s
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Are you doing family research in North Carolina?
You may want to check the records at Plantations of North Carolina, NCGenWeb.

Thank you BAAHGS for the information.
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More pages from Bill Lee Remembers.  These pages are the second half of Chapter 3,
Businesses and Professions in the Hub.  Reprinted with the permission of Diversions
Publications, Inc.
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Frederick Events

Bill Lee Remembers

Old Local Runaway Slave Ads

African American Experience

in Frederick County

Carl Butler

Slavery at L’Hermitage

August  2019
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on June 15, 2015
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Thank you for your service.
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Frederick Town Herald, 1832
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Reprinted with the permission of the
Frederick News-Post publisher on
November 27, 1884.
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Reprinted with the permission of the
Frederick News-Post publisher on
November 27, 1884.

Kwa McDonald, son of Lynne Duckett,
grandson of Linda and Clarence Duckett
graduated from Shenandoah University
in May 2019, with a Bachelor’s Degree
in Business and Sports Management.

Army Master Sergeant Mike North, Lee
Park, 1950, Korean War Air Force veteran,
and Richard Simms, 1950, Air Force
Veteran.  Thank you for your service.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on February 8, 2011.

Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on April 10 2012
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick
News-Post publisher on June 14, 2011.

Mayor Michael attended the
Juneteenth celebration held at
Diggs Park on the 22nd and
visited with Belva King and
Michael North.

A big thank you to the mayor
and alderman for supporting
the concept of leasing space to
AARCH for a Frederick African
American Museum.

Gospel Program, August 9, 7 pm at St.
James A.M.E. Church, 6002 Bartonsville
Road, Frederick, Maryland.

The pastor leading the program is
Rev. Richard C. McNair.  For more
information, please call Lucille Weedon
at 301 663-3093.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher onJune 17, 2018.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on June 17, 2018.
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November 27, 1894
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Thank you Janet and Robertson for sending this information.  Next month’s newsletter
will have the history of Othello.
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US Park Service
Monocacy Battlefield
National Park
Web site
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Advertisements from the Black basket-
ball tournament held in Frederick in

1946.
Do you recognize the names?

An old ad from 1894.
The good old days?
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Thank you Evelyn Lee-Lucas for sending this positive
information about a Black owned company.
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Frederick Events

New Park Named After Slave

JET Photo Archive Saved

Brunswick People

A Home for History

Maria Stewart

September  2019
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Asbury UPLIFT (United Praisers: Ladies in
Flow Together) dancing at the Baptist Church.
The ladies pictured are Bonnie Swann,
Juanita Livingston, Delores Ambush, Pat
Flower, and Rose Chaney.  Ulesia Gray was
absent when the pictures were taken.
The event was well attended and appreciated.
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The Citizen, August 18, 1911.

Rebublican Gazette, October 25,1823.
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Brunswick People

These images are from the Brunswick Facebook site.  There many photos showing
families, businesses, churches, events, and people living in Brunswick.  It is well worth
your time to visit this Facebook site.

The Whalen family from the Burkittsville
area.  Mr. George Whalen taught for 36
years at The Horsey School in Coatsville
for then segregated black children.

Mr. George Butler
worked on the
railroad in
Brunswick and
later owned a 206
acre farm with his
brother in law,
William Holland, a
photographer in
Washington, DC.
Mr. Butler was the
first black
stationary fireman
in Brunswick.

The Yales - Brunswick’s segregated adult baseball
team.  The Yales played in the 1920s and were
managed by Kenny Lipscomb.

Litten’s service specialist behind the
company on West Potomac Street.
This gentleman is believed to have
been John Howard
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on February 16, 2017.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on january 8, 2018.
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Reprinted with the permission of the Frederick News-Post publisher on December 12, 2017.
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Thank you Lavern Blackwell for forwarding this article to us.

Lauren Brown received an award for earning a 3.0 at Wildwood
Middle School in Jefferson County, West Virgina.  Pictured are
Mike North, grandfather, and Camille North Brown, Mike’s
daughter .  Camille is a Respiratory Therapist at Sinai Hospital
in Baltimore and has been employed there for over 20 years.
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This is a short excerpt from J.A. Rollins’ book 4 which will be published later this year.
Chop-Chop was a real person who Mr. Rollins saw while growing up in Frederick in the
1960’s.  In his upcoming book Mr. Rollins will be using more nicknames from his childhood
in Frederick.
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The Frederick Police Department held a Night Out with the
Police on August 6th in Mullinix Park.  It was well attended
and the Department is appreciated for all the work it does in
our community.
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