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 Mary was born 1837 in Southampton, Suffolk County, Long Island, New York to 

Stephen Burnett (d 1873) and Sophia Bishop (1813-1888).   She entered Mount 

Holyoke Female Seminary in 1863 and graduated in 1866.1  Mary was first appointed by 

the American Missionary Association in the fall of 1867 to Beaufort where she wrote a 

letter on January 7, 1868 to Rev. Smith describing the conditions of the area and school 

when she arrived.  Miss Burnett felt the burden of giving her students a solid basic 

education.  “I feel that a great responsibility rests on me in laying the foundation of all 

their future knowledge.”2   Mary was a teacher to the freedmen on Hilton Head Island in 

1868 as shown in a letter written by her to Mr. David Ripley on July 13, 1868  telling him 

that she had no more financial support and that “I am dependent upon myself alone and  
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shall be glad if you can allow me something extra.”3  Finally, she wrote to Mr. Whiting on 

May 11, 1868 requesting transportation back North for her and co-teacher Charlotte M. 

Keith at Mitchelville before the schools closed in June 1868.4   However, the AMA list of 

teachers for 1869 shows her teaching in Beaufort again.5   

 Mary was a missionary in China when General Ulysses S. Grant visited in 1879 

on his world tour after the Civil War.6  She died June 24, 1905 in Shanghai, China but is 

buried in Flying Point Cemetery in Southampton, NY.7  The tombstone states that she 

was originally buried in Shanghai but the body reinterred at home.  The inscription on 

Mary’s tombstone reads: “A missionary to the freedmen in the South, to the Indians and 

Chinese in California and finally, thirty years a missionary in Peking and Shanghai, 

China.”8  Mary’s brother Henry was declared insane and incompetent by the courts in 

1902.  Her will was probated November 19, 1906 in Kings County, NY by her brother 

Theodore.  Her personal estate was valued at $700.     
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