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I have never had a feeling politically that did not spring from the 

Declaration of Independence . . . that which gave promise that in due time 

the weights should be lifted from the shoulders of all men, and that all 

should have an equal chance. . . . Now, my friends, can this country be 

saved upon that basis? . . . If it can’t be saved upon that principle . . . if this 

country cannot be saved without giving up on that principle . . . I would 

rather be assassinated on this spot than to surrender it. 

—president-elect abraham lincoln during 

a speech on february 22, 1861, ten days 

before taking the oath of office as the 

sixteenth president of the united states 

This man’s appearance, his pedigree, his coarse jokes and anecdotes, his 

vulgar similes, and his policy are a disgrace to the seat he holds . . . 

he is . . . the tool of the North, to crush out, or try to crush out slavery, by 

robbery, rapine, slaughter and bought armies . . . a false president yearning 

for a kingly succession . . . 

—john wilkes booth to his sister at a private 

home shortly before president lincoln’s 

reelection in november 1864 
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A Note to the Reader 

This story is true. All the characters are real and were alive during the 

great manhunt of April 1865. Their words are authentic. Indeed, all text 

appearing within quotation marks comes from original sources: letters, 

manuscripts, affidavits, trial transcripts, newspapers, government re-

ports, pamphlets, books, memoirs, and other documents. What hap-

pened in Washington, D.C., in the spring of 1865, and in the swamps 

and rivers, and the forests and fields, of Maryland and Virginia during 

the next twelve days, is far too incredible to have ever been made up. 

—james l. swanson 
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Prologue 

It looked like a bad day for photographers. Terrific 

winds and thunderstorms had swept through Washington early that 

morning, dissolving the dirt streets into a sticky muck of soil, garbage, 

and horse droppings. Women, for their own safety, were advised to stay 

indoors. The ugly gray sky of the morning of March 4, 1865, threatened 

to spoil the great day. One block east of the Capitol Building, a patent 

lawyer and part-time photographer named William M. Smith set up his 

camera and pointed its lens at the temporary wood platform that had 

been hastily erected over the East Front steps. His job was to make a his-

toric photograph—the first image ever taken during a presidential in-

auguration of the recently completed great dome. Smith adjusted his 

apparatus until his lens framed the panoramic, vertical view, from the 

low-lying plinth of Horatio Greenough’s marble statue of George 

Washington on the lawn to the tip top of the dome, crowned by Thomas 

Crawford’s bronze statue of “Freedom.” Abraham Lincoln had ordered 

that work on the dome continue during the war as a sign that the Union 

would go on. 

Closer to the Capitol, and standing on another platform, Alexander 

Gardner set up his camera to photograph the ceremony. Gardner’s 

large, glass-plate negatives captured not only images of the presi-

dent, vice president, chief justice, and other dignitaries occupying the 



2 �  M A N H U N T  

stands, but also the anonymous faces of hundreds of spectators who 

crowded the East Front scene. One face among them stands out. On a 

balcony above the stands, standing near an iron railing, a young, black-

mustachioed man wearing a top hat gazes down on the president. It is 

the celebrated actor John Wilkes Booth. 

Abraham Lincoln rose from his chair and advanced toward the po-

dium. He was now at the height of his power, with the Civil War nearly 

won. In one hand he held a single sheet of paper, typeset and printed in 

double columns. The foreboding clouds threatened another downpour. 

Then, reported Noah Brooks, journalist and friend of the president, the 

strangest thing happened: “Just at that moment the sun, which had 

been obscured all day, burst forth in its unclouded meridian splendor, 

and flooded the spectacle with glory and light. Every heart beat quicker 

at the unexpected omen . . . so might the darkness which had obscured 

the past four years be now dissipated.” The president’s text was brief— 

just 701 words. 

“Fondly do we hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty 

scourge of war may speedily pass away. . . .With malice toward none; 

with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the 

right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s 

wounds; to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his 

widow, and his orphan—to do all which may achieve and cherish a just 

and lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.” 

Subsequent events would soon change how witnesses recalled Lin-

coln’s greatest day. To Noah Brooks, “Chiefly memorable in the mind of 

those who saw that second inauguration must still remain the tall, pa-

thetic, melancholy figure of the man who . . . illuminated by the decep-

tive brilliance of a March sunburst, was already standing in the shadow 

of death.” 

On April 3, 1865, Richmond, Virginia, capital city of the Confeder-

ate States of America, fell to Union forces. It was only a matter of time 

now before the war would finally be over. The rebellion had been 

crushed, and the North held a jubilee. Children ran through the streets 
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waving little paper flags that read “Richmond Has Fallen,” “We Cele-

brate the Fall of Richmond,” or “Victory Will Lead to Peace: The Right 

Stripe.” Across the country, people built bonfires, organized parades, 

fired guns, shot cannons, and sang patriotic songs. Four days later, John 

Wilkes Booth was drinking with a friend, the actor Samuel Knapp Ches-

ter, at the House of Lords saloon, on Houston Street in New York City. 

Booth struck the bar table with his fist and regretted a lost opportunity. 

“What an excellent chance I had, if I wished, to kill the President on 

Inauguration day! I was on the stand, as close to him nearly as I am 

to you.” 

In response to a throng of serenaders who marched 

onto the White House grounds and begged him to address them, 

Abraham Lincoln appeared at a second-floor window below the North 

Portico on April 10 to greet this crowd of citizens celebrating General 

Grant’s victory at Appomattox the previous day. Lincoln did not have 

a prepared text, and he was unwilling to speak on a subject of any con-

sequence, including his postwar policy for the South. He resorted to 

his favorite oratorical device to distract and disarm an audience— 

humor. 

“I see that you have a band of music with you. . . . I have always 

thought ‘Dixie’ one of the best tunes I have ever heard. Our adversaries 

over the way attempted to appropriate it, but I insisted yesterday we 

fairly captured it. I presented this question to the Attorney General, and 

he gave it as his legal opinion that it is our lawful prize. I now request 

the band to favor me with its performance.” 

Crushed by the fall of Richmond, and by the fire that 

consumed much of the rebel capital, John Wilkes Booth had left New 

York City on April 8 and returned to Washington. The news there was 

worse. On April 9, Lee and the Army of Northern Virginia surrendered 
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to Grant at Appomattox. The cause was lost. Booth wandered the streets 

in despair until he encountered Henry B. Phillips, who invited him to 

walk to Birch’s saloon and share a drink. Inconsolable, Booth accepted. 

“Yes, anything to drive away the blues.” Lee’s surrender, Booth says, 

“was enough to give anyone the blues.” 

On the night of April 11, a torchlight parade of a few 

thousand citizens, with bands and banners, assembled on the semicir-

cular driveway in front of the Executive Mansion. Journalist Noah 

Brooks, a favorite of Lincoln’s, was with the president and watched the 

throng from a window below the North Portico: “After repeated calls, 

loud and enthusiastic, the president appeared at the window, which was 

a signal for a great outburst. There was something terrible in the enthu-

siasm with which the beloved Chief Magistrate was received.” Elizabeth 

Keckley, Mary Lincoln’s black dressmaker and confidante, felt the mood 

too. “Close to the house the faces were plainly discernible, but they 

faded into mere ghostly outlines on the outskirts of the assembly; and 

what added to the weird, spectral beauty of the scene, was the confused 

hum of voices that rose above the sea of forms, sounding like the sub-

dued, sullen roar of an ocean storm.” 

This time Lincoln was ready. He had written a long text, short on 

exultation and designed to prepare the people for reconstruction. When 

someone in the crowd shouted that he couldn’t see the President—“A 

light! A light!”—Tad Lincoln volunteered to illuminate his father: “Let 

me hold the light, Papa!” Lincoln dropped each page of his manuscript 

to the floor when he finished reading it, and Tad scooped them up. 

“We meet this evening, not in sorrow, but in gladness of heart. The 

evacuation of Petersburg and Richmond, and the surrender of the prin-

cipal insurgent army, give hope of a righteous and speedy peace whose 

joyous expression can not be restrained. In the midst of this, however, 

He from Whom all blessings fl ow, must not be forgotten . . . no part of 

the honor . . . is mine. To General Grant, his skilful offi cers, and brave 
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men, all belongs.” Lincoln then discussed the newly organized state gov-

ernment of Louisiana: “It is also unsatisfactory to some that the elective 

franchise is not given to the colored man. I would myself prefer that it 

were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who serve our 

cause as soldiers.” 

As Lincoln spoke, Elizabeth Keckley, standing a few steps from him, 

observed that the lamplight made him “stand out boldly in the dark-

ness.” She feared he was the perfect target. “What an easy matter would 

it be to kill the President, as he stands there! He could be shot down 

from the crowd,” she whispered, “and no one would be able to tell who 

fired the shot.” 

In that crowd, standing amidst the throng below Lincoln’s window, 

was John Wilkes Booth. He turned to his companion, David Herold, 

and denounced the speech. 

“That means nigger citizenship,” he said, “now, by God, I’ll put him 

through.” 

As Booth left the White House grounds and walked toward Lafay-

ette Square, he spoke to another companion, Lewis Powell: “That is the 

last speech he will ever give.” 

On the evening of April 13, the city celebrated the end 

of the war with a grand illumination. Public buildings and private 

homes glowed from candles, torches, gaslights, and fireworks. It was the 

most beautiful night in the history of the capital. The next Evening Star 

newspaper reported the wondrous display: 

Last night Washington was all ablaze with glory. The very 

heavens seemed to have come down, and the stars twinkled 

in a sort of faded way, as if the solar system was out of order 

and the earth had become the great luminary. . . . Far as the 

vision extended were brilliant lights, the rows of illuminated 

windows at a distance blending into one, and presenting an 
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unbroken wall of flame . . . high above all towered the Capi-

tol, glowing as if on fire and seeming to stud the city below 

with gems of reflected glory as stars light upon the sea. Away 

to the right a halo hung over the roofs, rockets flashed to and 

fro in fiery lines, and the banners waved above the tumultu-

ous throng, where shouts and cheers rolled up in a dense 

volume from the city, and with the incense of the grand con-

flagration, drifted away to the darkness of the surrounding 

hills. 

John Wilkes Booth had seen all of this—the grand illumination, the 

crowds delirious with joy, the taunting insults to the fallen Confederacy 

and her leaders. He returned to his room at the National Hotel after 

midnight. He could not sleep. He reached for pen and paper and wrote 

a melancholy letter to his mother, Mary Ann Holmes Booth. It was early 

in the morning of April 14. 

Dearest Mother: 

I know you expect a letter from me, and am sure you will 

hardly forgive me. But indeed I have nothing to write about. 

Everything is dull; that is, has been till last night. (The 

illumination.) 

Everything was bright and splendid. More so in my eyes if 

it had been a display in a nobler cause. But so goes the world. 

Might makes right. I only drop you these few lines to let you 

know I am well, and to say I have not heard from you. Excuse 

brevity; am in haste. Had one from Rose. With best love to you 

all, I am your affectionate son ever, 

John 





Chapter One 
“I Had This Strange Dream Again Last Night” 

John Wilkes Booth awoke Good Friday morning, April 

14, 1865, hungover and depressed. The Confederacy was dead. His 

cause was lost and his dreams of glory over. He did not know that this 

day, after enduring more than a week of bad news and bitter disappoint-

ments, he would enjoy a stunning reversal of fortune. No, all he knew 

this morning when he crawled out of bed in room 228 at the National 

Hotel, one of Washington’s finest and naturally his favorite, was that he 

could not stand another day of Union victory celebrations. 

Booth assumed that April 14 would unfold as the latest in a blur of 

eleven bad days that began on April 3 when Richmond, the Confedera-

cy’s citadel, fell to the Union. The very next day the tyrant, Abraham 

Lincoln, visited his captive prize and had the audacity to sit behind the 

desk occupied by the first and last president of the Confederate States of 

America, Jefferson Davis. Then, on April 9, at Appomattox Court 

House, Robert E. Lee and his glorious Army of Northern Virginia sur-

rendered. Two days later Lincoln made a speech proposing to give blacks 

the right to vote, and last night, April 13, all of Washington celebrated 

with a grand illumination of the city. And today, in Charleston harbor, 

the Union planned to stage a gala celebration to mark the retaking of 

Fort Sumter, where the war began four years ago. These past eleven days 

had been the worst of Booth’s young life. 



1 0  �  M A N H U N T  

He was the son of the legendary actor and tragedian Junius Brutus 

Booth, and brother to Edwin Booth, one of the finest actors of his gen-

eration. Twenty-six years old, impossibly vain, preening, emotionally 

flamboyant, possessed of raw talent and splendid élan, and a star mem-

ber of this celebrated theatrical family—the Barrymores of their day— 

John Wilkes Booth was willing to throw away fame, wealth, and promise 

for his cause. Handsome and charismatic, he was instantly recognizable 

to thousands of fans in both the North and the South. His physical 

beauty astonished all who beheld it. A fellow actor once described him: 

“Picture to yourself Adonis, with high forehead, sweeping black hair, a 

figure of perfect youthful proportions and the most wonderful black 

eyes in the world. Such was John Wilkes Booth. At all times his eyes 

were his striking features but when his emotions were aroused they 

were like living jewels.” Booth’s passions included fine clothing, delec-

table women, and the romance of lost causes. 

Booth’s day began in the dining room of the National, where he was 

seen eating breakfast with Miss Carrie Bean. Nothing unusual about 

that—Booth, a voluptuous connoisseur of young women, never had 

trouble finding female company. Around noon he walked over to Ford’s 

Theatre on Tenth Street between E and F, a block above Pennsylvania 

Avenue, to pick up his mail. Accepting correspondence on behalf of 

itinerant actors was a customary privilege Ford’s offered to friends of 

the house. Earlier that morning Henry Clay Ford, one of the three 

brothers who ran the theatre, ate breakfast and then walked to the big 

marble post office at Seventh and F and picked up the mail. There was a 

letter for Booth. 

That morning another letter arrived at the theatre. There had been 

no time to mail it, so its sender, Mary Lincoln, used the president’s mes-

senger to bypass the post office and hand-deliver it. The Fords did not 

even have to read the note to know the good news it contained. The 

mere arrival of the White House messenger told them that the president 

was coming tonight! It was a coup against their chief rival, Grover’s 

Theatre, which was offering a more exciting entertainment: Aladdin! Or 



“The most beautiful black eyes in the world.” 

John Wilkes Booth at the height of his fame. 
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His Wonderful Lamp. Master Tad Lincoln and chaperone would repre-

sent the family there. The letter, once opened, announced even greater 

news. Yes, the president and Mrs. Lincoln would attend this evening’s 

performance of Tom Taylor’s popular if tired comedy Our American 

Cousin. But the big news was that General Ulysses S. Grant was coming 

with them. The Lincolns’ timing delighted the Fords. Good Friday was 

traditionally a slow night, and news that not only the president—after 

four years a familiar sight to Washingtonians—but also General Grant, 

a rare visitor to town and fresh from his victory at Appomattox, would 

attend, was sure to spur ticket sales. This would please Laura Keene, 

who was making her one thousandth performance in the play; tonight’s 

show was a customary “benefit,” awarding her a rich share of the pro-

ceeds. The Lincolns had given the Fords the courtesy of notifi cation 

early enough in the day for the brothers to promote their appearance 

and to decorate and join together the two boxes—seven and eight— 

that, by removal of a simple partition, formed the president’s box. 

By the time Booth arrived at Ford’s, the president’s messenger had 

come and gone. Sometime between noon and 12:30 p.m. as he sat out-

side on the top step in front of the main entrance to Ford’s reading his 

letter, Booth heard the galvanizing news. In just eight hours the subject 

of all of his brooding, hating, and plotting would stand on the very 

stone steps where he now sat. This was the catalyst Booth needed to 

prompt him to action. Here. Of all places, Lincoln was coming here. 

Booth knew the layout of Ford’s intimately: the exact spot on Tenth 

Street where Lincoln would step out of his carriage; the place the presi-

dent sat every time he came to the theatre; the route through the theatre 

that Lincoln would walk and the staircase he would ascend to the box; 

the dark, subterranean passageway beneath the stage; the narrow hall-

way behind the stage that led to the back door that opened to Baptist 

Alley; and how the president’s box hung directly above the stage. Booth 

had played here before, most recently in a March 18 performance as 

Pescara in The Apostate. 

And Booth, although he had never acted in it, also knew Our 
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 American Cousin—its duration, its scenes, its players, and, most impor-

tant, as it would turn out, the number of actors onstage at any given 

moment during the performance. It was perfect. He would not have to 

hunt Lincoln. The president was coming to him. But was there enough 

time to make all the arrangements? The checklist was substantial: 

horses; weapons; supplies; alerting his fellow conspirators; casing the 

theatre; so many other things. He had only eight hours. But it was pos-

sible. If luck was on his side, there was just enough time. Whoever told 

Booth about the president’s theatre party had unknowingly activated in 

his mind an imaginary clock that, even as he sat on the front step of 

Ford’s, chuckling aloud as he read his letter, began ticking down, min-

ute by minute. He would have a busy afternoon. 

At the Executive Mansion, Abraham Lincoln ate 

breakfast with his family and planned his day. The president’s eldest 

son, Robert, a junior officer on General Grant’s staff, was home from 

the war. Robert had been at Appomattox, and his father was eager to 

hear details of Lee’s surrender. Lincoln had scheduled a meeting with 

Grant at 9:00 a.m. at the White House. He wanted to talk more with 

Robert, so he postponed the meeting and sent a messenger over to the 

Willard Hotel with a handwritten note for his special guest: “General 

Grant, Please call at 11. a.m. to-day instead of 9. as agreed last evening. 

Yours truly, A. Lincoln.” The president decided that Grant should join 

the cabinet meeting set for that later hour. 

At the cabinet meeting Lincoln was jubilant—everyone in atten-

dance, Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton, Secretary of the Navy 

Gideon Welles, and the secretaries of the Treasury, the Interior, and the 

Post Office and the attorney general—noticed Lincoln’s good mood. 

Welles, a faithful diarist, preserved an account of the gathering. Lincoln 

expected more good news from other battle fronts. 

“The President remarked that it would, he had no doubt, come 

soon, and come favorable, for he had last night the usual dream which 
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he had preceding nearly every great and important event of the War. 

Generally the news has been favorable which succeeded this dream, and 

the dream itself was always the same. I inquired what this remarkable 

dream could be. He said it related to your (my) element, the water; that 

he seemed to be in some singular, indescribable vessel, and that was 

moving with great rapidity towards an indefinite shore. That he had 

this dream preceding Sumter, Bull Run, Antietam, Gettysburg, Stone 

River, Vicksburg, Wilmington, etc.” 

General Grant interrupted Lincoln and joked that Stone River was 

no victory, and that “a few such fights would have ruined us.” 

“I had,” the president continued, “this strange dream again last 

night, and we shall, judging from the past, have great news very soon. I 

think it must be from Sherman. My thoughts are in that direction, as 

are most of yours.” 

Lincoln had always believed in, and sometimes feared, the power of 

dreams. On June 9, 1863, while he was visiting Philadelphia, he sent an 

urgent telegram to Mary Lincoln at the White House, warning of dan-

ger to their youngest son:“Think you better put ‘Tad’s’ pistol away. I had 

an ugly dream about him.” And in April 1848, when he was a congress-

man in Washington, he wrote to Mary about their oldest son, Robert: “I 

did not get rid of the impression of that foolish dream about dear Bobby 

till I got your letter.” 

After the meeting adjourned, the president followed his usual rou-

tine: receiving a variety of friends, supplicants, and favor seekers; read-

ing his mail; and catching up on correspondence and paperwork. He 

was eager to wind up business by 3:00 p.m. for an appointment he had 

with his wife, Mary. There was something he wanted to tell her. 

At the theatre, Henry Clay Ford wrote out an adver-

tisement to place in the evening papers, which would start coming off 

the press at around 2:00 p.m. He delivered the notice to the Evening Star 

personally and sent another via messenger to at least two of the other 
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papers. That afternoon an advertisement appeared in the Evening Star: 

“LIEUT. GENERAL GRANT, PRESIDENT and Mrs. Lincoln have se-

cured the State Box at Ford’s Theatre TO NIGHT, to witness Miss Laura 

Keene’s American Cousin.” Around 1:00 p.m., Ford walked next door 

and delivered notice in person to his neighbor James P. Ferguson at his 

restaurant at 452 Tenth Street, one door north of the theatre. 

“Your favorite, General Grant, is going to be in the theatre tonight; 

and if you want to see him,” Ford cautioned, “you had better to go get a 

seat.” 

Ferguson took advantage of the tip: “I went and secured a seat di-

rectly opposite the President’s box, in the front of the dress circle.” Fer-

guson booked seats 58 and 59 at the front corner of the house near stage 

right. The restaurateur didn’t want the best view of the play, but the best 

view of Lincoln and Grant. 

James Ford walked to the Treasury Department a few blocks away to 

borrow several flags to decorate the president’s box. Returning to the 

theatre, his arms wrapped around a bundle of brightly colored cotton 

and silk bunting, he bumped into Booth, who had just left Ford’s, at the 

corner of Tenth and Pennsylvania, where they exchanged pleasantries. 

Booth saw the red, white, and blue fl ags, confirmation of the president’s 

visit tonight. 

A few blocks away, on D Street near Seventh, at J. H. Polkinhorn and 

Son, Printers, pressmen began setting the type for the playbill that 

would advertise tonight’s performance. Once newsboys hit the streets 

with the afternoon and evening papers, the ad for Our American Cousin 

caught the eye of many Washingtonians eager to see General Grant. 

Dr. Charles A. Leale, a twenty-three-year-old U.S. Army surgeon on 

duty at the wounded commissioned officers’ ward at the Armory Square 

Hospital in Washington, heard that President Lincoln and General 

Grant would be attending the play. He decided to attend. Three days 

prior, on the night of April 11, Leale, while taking a walk on Pennsylva-

nia Avenue, encountered crowds of people walking toward the White 

House. He followed them there and arrived just as Lincoln commenced 
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his remarks. Leale was moved: “I could distinctly hear every word he ut-

tered, and I was profoundly impressed with his divine appearance as he 

stood in the rays of light which penetrated the windows.” The news that 

Lincoln was coming to Ford’s Theatre gave the surgeon “an intense de-

sire again to behold his face and study the characteristics of the ‘Savior 

of his Country.’” 

Lincoln’s box at Ford’s was festooned with flags and a framed en-

graving of George Washington. The box office manager prepared for a 

run on tickets when he went on duty at 6:30 p.m. 

Later, witnesses remembered seeing Booth at several places in the 

city that day, but none of his movements created suspicion. Why should 

they? Nothing Booth did seemed out of the ordinary that afternoon. He 

talked to people in the street. He arranged to pick up his rented horse. 

Between 2:00 and 4:00 p.m., Booth rode up to Ferguson’s restaurant, 

stopping just below the front door. Ferguson stepped outside onto his 

front porch and found his friend sitting on a small, bay mare. James L. 

Maddox, property man at Ford’s, stood beside the horse, one hand on its 

mane, talking to Booth. “See what a nice horse I have got!” boasted the 

actor. Ferguson stepped forward for a closer look. “Now, watch,” said 

Booth, “he can run just like a cat!” At that, Ferguson observed, Booth 

“struck his spurs into the horse, and off he went down the street.” 

At about 4:00 p.m., Booth returned to the National Hotel, walked to 

the front desk, and spoke to clerks George W. Bunker and Henry Mer-

rick. Three days later a New York Tribune reporter described the en-

counter: 

[He] made his appearance at the counter . . . and with a ner-

vous air called for a sheet of paper and an envelope. He was 

about to write when the thought seemed to strike him that 

someone around him might overlook his letter, and, ap-

proaching the door of the office, he requested admittance. 

On reaching the inside of the office, he immediately com-

menced his letter. He had written but a few words when he 
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said earnestly, “Merrick, is the year 1864 or ’65?” “You are 

surely joking, John,” replied Mr. Merrick, “you certainly 

know what year it is.” “Sincerely, I am not,” he rejoined, and 

on being told, resumed writing. It was then that Mr. Merrick 

noticed something troubled and agitated in Booth’s appear-

ance, which was entirely at variance with his usual quiet de-

portment. Sealing the letter, he placed it in his pocket and 

left the hotel. 

On his way out of the National, Booth asked George Bunker if he 

was planning on seeing Our American Cousin at Ford’s, and urged Bun-

ker to attend: “There is going to be some splendid acting tonight.” 

Around 4:00 p.m., the actor John Matthews, who would be playing 

the part of Mr. Coyle in tonight’s performance, met Booth on horse-

back on Pennsylvania Avenue, at the triangular enclosure between Thir-

teenth and Fourteenth streets, not far from the Willard Hotel. “We met,” 

recalled Matthews, “shook hands, and passed the compliments of the 

day.” A column of Confederate prisoners of war had just marched past, 

stirring up a dust cloud in their wake. 

“John, have you seen the prisoners?” Matthews asked. “Have you 

seen Lee’s officers, just brought in?” 

“Yes, Johnny, I have.” Booth raised one hand to his forehead in dis-

belief and then exclaimed,“Great God, I have no longer a country!” 

Matthews, observing Booth’s“paleness, nervousness, and agitation,” 

asked, “John, how nervous you are, what is the matter?” 

“Oh no, it is nothing. Johnny, I have a little favor to ask of you, will 

you grant it?” 

“Why certainly,” Matthews replied.“What is it?” 

“Perhaps I may have to leave town tonight, and I have a letter here 

which I desire to be published in the National Intelligencer; please at-

tend to it for me, unless I see you before ten o’clock tomorrow; in that 

case I will see to it myself.” Matthews accepted the sealed envelope and 

slipped it into a coat pocket. 
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As Booth and Matthews talked, Matthews spotted General Grant 

riding past them in an open carriage with his baggage. He appeared to 

be leaving town. 

“There goes Grant. I thought he was to be coming to the theatre this 

evening with the President.” 

“Where?” Booth exclaimed. 

Matthews recalled: “I pointed to the carriage; he looked toward it, 

grasped my hand tightly, and galloped down the avenue after the car-

riage.” 

When Booth caught up to the Grants and rode past their carriage, 

Julia Grant thought of something that had happened earlier in the day. 

She was at lunch at the Willard Hotel with General Rawlins—one of 

Grant’s top aides—Mrs. Rawlins, and the Rawlins’ daughter, when four 

men entered the dining room and occupied a nearby table. One of the 

men would not stop staring at her, and Julia and Mrs. Rawlins both 

found the whole group “peculiar.” Now, a few hours later, Booth re-

minded her of the unpleasant incident when he caught up to their car-

riage. “As General Grant and I rode to the depot, this same dark, pale 

man rode past us at a sweeping gallop on a dark horse. . . . He rode twenty 

yards ahead of us, wheeled and returned, and as he passed us both go-

ing and returning, he thrust his face quite near the General’s and glared 

in a disagreeable manner.” She was sure that it was the same man from 

Willard’s. 

The sight of the Grants must have disappointed Booth. Their car-

riage, loaded with baggage, was heading toward the train station. They 

were leaving town. They must have canceled their engagement at Ford’s 

Theatre. If General Grant was not attending Our American Cousin to-

night, did that mean the Lincolns had canceled, too? Curtain call, ap-

proximately 8:30 p.m., was in less than five hours, and John Wilkes 

Booth did not know whether the Lincolns still planned to attend the 

play or who might be in the box with them. 

Booth rode over to the Kirkwood House, where he accomplished 

his strangest errand of the day. The Kirkwood was the residence of the 
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new vice president, Andrew Johnson, former military governor of Ten-

nessee. Johnson did not own a house in Washington, and the job did 

not include official quarters, so he lodged at a hotel. Johnson’s room 

was unguarded, and, if Booth had wanted to, he could have walked up-

stairs and knocked on the door. But he did not want to see the vice pres-

ident. He just wanted to leave him a note. Booth approached the front 

desk and requested a small, blank calling card. He wrote a brief note 

and handed it to the desk clerk, who placed it in Johnson’s mail slot. 

The mysterious message, which soon became the object of intense spec-

ulation, read: “Don’t wish to disturb you. Are you at home? J. Wilkes 

Booth.” 

He visited a boardinghouse at 541 H Street, a few blocks from Ford’s 

Theatre, to pay what looked like an innocent social call on the propri-

etor, Mary E. Surratt, a forty-two-year-old Maryland widow and the 

mother of his friend John Harrison Surratt Jr., a Confederate courier. 

Over the last several months, Booth had become a frequent caller 

at Mrs. Surratt’s town house. Her son John wasn’t home—he was out 

of the city on rebel business—and would not be back tonight. Mary 

told Booth that she was riding out that afternoon to her country tavern 

in Surrattsville, Maryland, several miles south of Washington, and 

Booth asked if she would mind delivering a small package wrapped in 

newspaper to her destination. Conveniently, Booth had the package 

with him. 

There was one more thing. Booth informed Mary that he would be 

riding out of Washington this evening. Sometime that night, he said, he 

would stop at her tavern to pick up not only this package, but also the 

guns, ammunition, and other supplies that her son John had secreted 

there for him. Booth asked Mary to tell the tavern keeper John Lloyd—a 

heavy-drinking former Washington policeman to whom she had rented 

her country place—to get everything ready for the actor’s visit this eve-

ning. She agreed, and soon she and one of her boarders, Lewis Weich-

mann, an old school chum of John Surratt’s, drove down to Surrattsville 

by carriage. 
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Booth returned to Ford’s Theatre around 5:00 or 6:00 p.m., where 

Edman “Ned” Spangler, a scene shifter and stagehand—“stage carpen-

ter,” he called himself—saw the actor come up behind the theatre 

through Baptist Alley, named for the church that once occupied the site. 

Spangler had known Booth and his family for about a dozen years and 

had done odd jobs for them, most recently helping the actor outfi t a 

small, private stable in the alley behind Ford’s, about fifty yards from 

the back door. Spangler had seen Booth use a variety of horses: tonight 

he rode what Ned described as “a little bay mare.” Booth and Spangler 

walked to the stable, where the actor removed the saddle and the  yellow-

trimmed saddlecloth. He didn’t like the look of the cloth, he told Ned, 

and said he might use his shawl instead. Booth asked Ned not to remove 

the mare’s bridle. “She is a bad little bitch,” Booth said, and she should 

remain bridled. Booth locked the stable door, took the key, and went for 

a drink. 

At some point, most likely by late afternoon or early evening, Booth 

must have secluded himself, probably in room 228 at the National, and 

made his final preparations. There were two elements, practical and 

psychological. First, the weapons. Booth chose as his primary weapon a 

.44-caliber, single-shot, muzzle-loading percussion cap pistol manufac-

tured by Henry Deringer of Philadelphia. It was a small, short barreled, 

pocket-size handgun designed for stealth and concealment, not com-

bat, and favored by gamblers and other unsavory types. Unlike military 

pistols such as the .44-caliber Colt or Remington Army revolvers, or the 

lighter weight .36-caliber Colt Navy revolver, all of which could fi re up 

to six rounds before reloading, the Deringer could be fired just once. 

Reloading was a laborious process that called for two hands and twenty 

to forty seconds. Booth knew that his first shot would be his last. If he 

missed, he wouldn’t have time to reload. Because the Deringer fi red a 

round ball and not a rifled conical bullet, it was most effective at short 

range. Its big .44-caliber ball, weighing in at nearly an ounce, was a solid, 

deadly round. 

If Booth missed, or failed to inflict a fatal wound with the pistol, he 
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would turn to his secondary, backup weapon, a “Rio Grande Camp 

Knife,” a handsome and extremely sharp type of Bowie knife. Booth left 

behind no explanation for why he chose the Deringer over a revolver. 

Pistols misfire occasionally. Either the copper percussion cap might fail 

to spark, or the black powder in the barrel might be spoiled from damp-

ness and fail to ignite. Three decades earlier, on January 30, 1835, Rich-

ard Lawrence, a crazed, unemployed British house painter who fancied 

himself of royal blood, failed to assassinate Andrew Jackson on the East 

Front of the U.S. Capitol when not one, but both, of his single-shot, 

black powder, percussion cap pistols misfired. And even if Booth’s pis-

tol worked, how certain was he that he could kill Lincoln with one shot? 

Plenty of veteran combat soldiers who had survived multiple gunshot 

wounds were getting drunk in the saloons of Washington that night. 

Booth couldn’t have chosen the Deringer because he could not obtain a 

revolver. He had already purchased at least four, and if he did not have 

any in his hotel room within easy reach, he could have gone out and 

bought another one. In the war capital of the Union, thousands of guns, 

including small, lightweight pocket-sized revolvers, were for sale in the 

shops of Washington. 

Booth was a thrill seeker, and perhaps he wanted to enhance his ex-

citement by risking the use of a single-shot pistol. Or did he believe it 

more heroic, honorable—even gentlemanly—to take his prey with a 

single bullet? Perhaps he preferred a stylish coup de grâce to blazing 

away at Lincoln with a six-shooter. 

Given Washington’s damp spring air and Booth’s knowledge that he 

would have just one shot, he probably did not arm the pistol with a 

fresh copper cap and black powder charge until late in the afternoon. 

Better to be sure than rely on a stale load that might have been languish-

ing in the barrel for weeks. Before wrapping the bullet with a small 

swatch of cloth wadding and ramming the round down the barrel, did 

he roll the ball between his fingertips, scrutinizing it for flaws in the 

casting and perhaps contemplating how this little round, dull gray one-

ounce piece of metal would soon change history? 
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Before leaving the National, Booth slid the knife and pistol into his 

pockets and gathered the rest of his belongings. He planned to travel 

light tonight, without baggage. In addition to the weapons and his gar-

ments—a black felt slouch hat, black wool frock coat, black pants, big, 

knee-high black leather riding boots with spurs—he took only a velvet-

cased compass, keys, a whistle, a datebook, a pencil, some money, a bank 

draft or bill of exchange, a small switchblade, and a few other small 

items including carte-de-visite photographs of five of his favorite girl-

friends. His valise and big traveling trunk would have to stay behind; he 

would not be coming back. About 7:00 p.m., room clerk George Bunker 

saw Booth leave the National for the last time that day: 

“He spoke to me and went off.” 

When Mary Surratt and Louis Weichmann arrived in 

Surrattsville, John Lloyd wasn’t there. He had gone to pick up some 

foodstuffs. Mary waited for him. She could not leave without delivering 

Booth’s message. When Lloyd returned he parked his wagon near the 

wood yard, climbed down, and began unloading his cargo of fi sh and 

oysters. Mary walked over to him. 

“Talk about the devil, and his imps will appear,” she teased her 

tenant. 

“I was not aware that I was a devil before.” 

“Well, Mr. Lloyd,” Mary went on once she was sure that she was out 

of Weichmann’s earshot, “I want you to have those shooting-irons 

ready; there will be parties here to-night who will call for them.” 

She handed him the package wrapped in newspaper. The evening 

callers will want this too, she explained. And, she added, give them a 

couple bottles of whiskey. Her mission accomplished, Mary prepared to 

drive back to Washington. But the front spring bolts of her buggy had 

broken, and the spring had become detached from the axle. Lloyd tied 

them tightly with cord—the best he could do without proper spare 

parts. After Mrs. Surratt departed, Lloyd followed her instructions. He 



“  i  h a d  t h i s  s  t  r  a n g e  d r  e a m  a  g  a i n  l  a  s  t  n i g  h t  ”  �   2  3  

carried the package upstairs, unwrapped it, and discovered Booth’s fi eld 

glasses. Then he went to the unfinished room where, several weeks ago, 

John Surratt had shown him how to conceal two Spencer carbines un-

der the joists. Lloyd retrieved them and placed them in his bedchamber. 

He had been drinking, and he was tired. Indeed, he confessed, “I was 

right smart in liquer that afternoon, and after night I got more so. I 

went to bed between 8 and 9 o’clock, and slept very soundly until 12 

o’clock.” 

At the Herndon House at the southwest corner of 

Ninth and F streets, around the corner from Ford’s, at around 8:00 p.m. 

Booth presided over a conclave of some of the coconspirators he had 

assembled over the previous months to strike against President Lincoln. 

He must have hoped that this would be their last meeting before a great 

success. They had failed at least once before and then dispersed amid 

suspicion and fear. Tonight they needed to get ready for action in less 

than two hours. It was not the first time they had assembled to move 

against the president. Beginning in 1864, the last full year of the Civil 

War, the young stage star had marshaled his cash, celebrity, and connec-

tions in service of a bold plan. He hatched a harebrained scheme to kid-

nap President Lincoln, spirit him to Richmond, hold him as a hostage 

for the Confederacy, and turn the tide of the war. The origins of the plot 

remain murky. From the time of Lincoln’s election in 1860, there arose 

several conspiracies to kidnap or murder him. Secessionist hotheads 

began posting numerous death threats to Springfield before Lincoln 

took office on March 4, 1861, and some even sent him jars of poisoned 

fruit. In the notorious Baltimore plot of 1861, local rebels schemed to 

assassinate the president-elect when his railroad train passed through 

the city en route to Washington for his inauguration. But Detective 

Allan Pinkerton thwarted the scheme by persuading Lincoln to pass 

through Baltimore incognito hours ahead of schedule. Other Lincoln 

haters threatened to assassinate him on the East Front of the Capitol the 
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moment he commenced reading his inaugural address. During the war, 

several Southern military officers, as well as a handful of officials in the 

Confederate Secret Service, considered various actions against Lincoln. 

At some point, John Wilkes Booth came into contact with these circles 

and operatives, in Canada, New York City, Washington, D.C., Maryland, 

and Virginia. 

In late 1864 and early 1865 Booth organized his own little band of 

conspirators, loyal to him and not Richmond, to plot against the presi-

dent. He recruited a gang who, after he clothed and fed them, plied 

them with drink, and allowed them to bask in his fame and favor, would, 

he hoped, follow him anywhere—even into a plot to kidnap the presi-

dent of the United States. But big talk was cheap in wartime Washing-

ton and as late as January 1865, with the Confederacy in danger of 

imminent collapse, not one of the several overlapping conspiracies had 

ever attempted decisive action against Abraham Lincoln. 

Booth and his gang of acolytes—Lewis Powell, David Herold, John 

H. Surratt Jr., Samuel Arnold, Michael O’Laughlen, and George Atze-

rodt, plus others lost to history who drifted in and out of his orbit— 

would change that by kidnapping the president. 

O’Laughlen, born in 1834, had known Booth since 1845, when their 

families lived across the street from each other in Baltimore. In 1861, 

the first year of the war, Michael enlisted in the First Maryland Infantry, 

but soon illness ended his military service. Restless, and looking for ex-

citement, he signed on to the plot. Samuel Arnold, who was thirty-one, 

met Booth in 1848 when they were students at St. Timothy’s Hall, a 

boys’ school near Baltimore. He joined the First Maryland too in April 

1861, but after the first battle of Bull Run in July 1861 he was, like 

O’Laughlen, discharged. Arnold’s family operated a prominent Balti-

more bakery at the corner of Fayette and Liberty streets. In August 1864, 

Booth wrote to Sam, suggesting they meet. They hadn’t seen each other 

since 1852, thirteen years ago. Arnold visited Booth’s room at Barnum’s 

Hotel in Baltimore, where the actor offered him cigars and wine, and 

introduced him to O’Laughlen. Arnold joined the conspiracy. But 
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Booth needed to recruit more men than these two boyhood chums, 

who possessed scant military experience. An introduction to John Har-

rison Surratt Jr., a wily, twenty-year-old courier for the Confederate Se-

cret Service who lived in Washington at his mother’s boardinghouse, 

gave Booth the men he needed. Surratt had traveled the rebel under-

ground’s secret routes to the South, essential knowledge if they were 

going to transport Lincoln across Union lines. Surratt brought George 

Atzerodt into the plot. George, a hard-drinking, twenty-nine-year-old 

Prussian immigrant who worked as a carriage painter in Port Tobacco, 

Maryland, knew boats and the waters of Charles County. David Herold, 

a twenty-two-year-old pharmacist’s assistant who lived with his mother 

near the Washington Navy Yard, joined the conspiracy. He was an avid 

hunter and outdoorsman who knew the country through which they 

would have to carry the president. Lewis Powell, twenty-one-year-old 

son of a Baptist minister, enlisted in May 1861 as a private in the Second 

Florida Infantry. An attractive, well-muscled six-footer, Powell exem-

plified the best that the Confederate army could muster. A loyal, obedi-

ent, and hard-fighting soldier, he saw plenty of action until he was 

wounded and taken prisoner at Gettysburg in July 1863. Paroled, he 

made his way to Baltimore and fell into the orbit of Surratt and Booth. 

Powell had the size and strength necessary to physically subdue Abra-

ham Lincoln. 

On March 17, 1865, Booth and his coconspirators planned to, like 

eighteenth-century British highwaymen, ambush Lincoln’s carriage on 

a deserted road as he rode back to the Executive Mansion after attend-

ing a performance of the play Still Waters Run Deep at Campbell Mili-

tary Hospital. They would seize the president at gunpoint and make 

him their hostage. Booth’s intelligence sources proved faulty, however, 

and Lincoln did not attend. Instead, unbelievably, while Booth and his 

gang lurked on the Seventh Street road on the outskirts of the city, sev-

eral miles from downtown Washington, Lincoln was giving a speech at 

Booth’s own hotel, the National. What a chance that would have pre-

sented, the actor mourned. If only the kidnapping plot had worked. 



2 6  �  M A N H U N T  

Then there would be no torchlight parades, thunderous cannonades, 

mobs serenading Lincoln at the Executive Mansion, citywide illumina-

tions, or children scampering through the streets holding colorful little 

paper flags decorated with red, white, and blue stars and stripes and el-

ephants and imprinted with slogans like “Richmond Has Fallen” and 

“We Celebrate the Fall of Richmond.” He could—should—have pre-

vented all of this, he admonished himself. 

Although his panicked followers scattered after that ludicrous fail-

ure, Booth hoped to try again, but events overtook him just eighteen 

days later when Richmond fell, and six days after that when Lee surren-

dered. Dejected, Booth remonstrated himself for not acting more 

boldly, even fantasizing aloud that he should have shot the president at 

the Capitol on inauguration day, March 4, 1865, an event he attended 

with his fiancée, Lucy Hale, daughter of U.S. Senator John Parker Hale. 

“What an excellent chance I had, if I wished, to kill the President on In-

auguration day!” he boasted later to a friend. 

Lincoln’s April 11 speech provoked more violent talk. The presi-

dent’s proposal for a limited black suffrage had enraged the actor, a pas-

sionate devotee of white supremacy. But Booth did nothing. If he was 

serious about assassinating Lincoln, all he had to do was stroll over to 

the Executive Mansion, announce that the famous and talented thes-

pian John Wilkes Booth wished to see the president, await his turn— 

which nearly always resulted in a private talk with Lincoln—and then 

shoot him at his desk. Incredibly, presidential security was lax in that 

era, even during the Civil War, and almost anyone could walk into the 

Executive Mansion without being searched and request a brief audi-

ence with the president. It was a miracle that no one had yet tried to 

murder Lincoln in his own offi ce. 

There can be no doubt that Booth had been fantasizing about kill-

ing Abraham Lincoln. But was he serious, or was it merely extravagant 

but harmless bravado? Booth had never killed a man. Was he capable of 

doing it? On April 13, on the afternoon of illumination day, Booth took 

what might have been his first step toward answering that question. He 
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visited Grover’s Theatre, along with Ford’s one of the two most popular 

establishments in the city. He asked the manager, C. Dwight Hess, if he 

had invited the president to attend a performance of Aladdin!, the cur-

rent production. No, he had forgotten, Hess replied, but he would at-

tend to it now. Lincoln did not come to Grover’s. That night, Booth, 

as he had on countless previous nights, drank away the blues, watched 

the illumination, and before collapsing in his bed, wrote his mother a 

letter. 

Booth’s gang was not at full strength on April 14. Rebel courier John 

Surratt was in Elmira, New York, and it was impossible to command his 

return on a few hours’ notice. Surratt had been away since March 25, 

the day he left for Richmond. The Confederacy’s days were numbered, 

but Secretary of State Judah Benjamin had a final mission for the cou-

rier: Go North once more, pass undetected through Union territory, 

cross the border into Canada, and deliver dispatches to General Edwin 

Gray Lee, a cousin of Robert E. Lee, and head of Confederate Secret Ser-

vice operations in Montreal. Surratt left Richmond on March 31 and on 

April 6 checked in at St. Lawrence Hall, unofficial headquarters of the 

South’s covert operations there. Lee gave Surratt another mission: Go 

to New York to spy on the Union’s prisoner-of-war camp at Elmira, in 

preparation for a raid to break out the Confederate soldiers languishing 

there. Surratt arrived in Elmira on April 13 and devoted the next two 

days to spying and shopping. He drew detailed sketches of the prison, 

counted the guards, tallied their small arms and cannon, and estimated 

the number of prisoners. He also made time for a personal mission. 

Surratt, a fastidious dresser—although not in the same league as 

Booth—visited clothiers in search of suits and shirts. On April 14, while 

Booth was planning the assassination, Surratt’s most pressing concern 

was finding some fresh, white shirts to spruce up his wardrobe. 

Booth’s boyhood chums, Samuel Arnold and Michael O’Laughlen, 

were not on hand to help with the assassination either. Arnold was back 

home in Baltimore. O’Laughlen was somewhere in Washington but not 

under Booth’s command. O’Laughlen had taken in the illumination 
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with friends and then gone on a drinking spree. Later, evidence sug-

gested that he might have met secretly with Booth in the actor’s hotel 

room sometime on the thirteenth or fourteenth. 

Present at the Herndon House were Lewis Powell, David Herold, 

and George Atzerodt. Booth had put Powell up at the Herndon, and he 

sent Herold over to the Kirkwood House, Atzerodt’s hotel, to summon 

him to the meeting. Before returning to the Herndon, Herold went up 

to Atzerodt’s room and placed a revolver, knife, and a coat there. Then 

both men rendezvoused with Booth and Powell. Booth spoke in a con-

fi dential tone barely above a whisper. No one in the halls or in an ad-

joining room must overhear what he was about to say. The cause was 

almost lost, stated Booth. Capturing the president would no longer be 

enough to turn the tide of the war. It would take something bolder, 

something so daring and shocking that he had never even thought of it 

before. They would target not only President Lincoln, but also Vice 

President Andrew Johnson and Secretary of State William H. Seward. 

The secretary of state was not, after the vice president, next in line for 

the presidency. But Seward, a longtime abolitionist, was viewed as a 

forceful advocate of Lincoln’s policies, including the suppression of dis-

sent, the suspension of the writ of habeas corpus, and the imprison-

ment without trial of several thousand citizens suspected of disloyalty. 

Booth had had his eye on General Grant, too, but unfortunately Grant 

broke his engagement with the president. Booth probably told his gang 

that he had spotted the Grants in their carriage earlier that afternoon, 

heading toward the train station. Perhaps it was for the best. The com-

manding general might have been accompanied by an entourage of 

staff officers, messengers, and other factotums. No, Booth explained, 

they would not kidnap Lincoln, Johnson, and Seward. How could a 

skeleton crew of only four conspirators possibly kidnap three men in 

different parts of the city? 

But Booth did have just enough men to accomplish another mis-

sion. “Booth proposed,” Atzerodt recalled,“that we should kill the pres-

ident.” It would, said Booth,“be the greatest thing in the world.” Tonight, 



“ i  h a d  t h i s  s t r a n g e  d r e a m  a g a i n  l a s t  n i g h t ”  �   2 9  

at exactly 10:00 p.m., they would strike simultaneously and murder Lin-

coln, Johnson, and Seward. Armed with a revolver and a knife, George 

Atzerodt’s assignment was to assassinate the vice president in his resi-

dence at the Kirkwood House. “You must kill Johnson,” Booth told him. 

Powell, also armed with a revolver and a knife, would murder the secre-

tary of state in his bed at his mansion. David Herold would accompany 

Powell, direct him to Seward’s home, and then guide the assassin, unfa-

miliar with the capital’s streets, out of the city. Booth claimed the great-

est prize for himself. He would slip into Ford’s Theatre and assassinate 

the president in the middle of the play. Powell and Herold, Booth’s two 

most loyal servants, agreed to the plan. Atzerodt noticed that Powell 

“had a wild look in his eyes.” Atzerodt balked at his assignment. He 

would not do it, he said.“Then we will do it,” Booth said,“but what will 

become of you?” Kidnapping was one thing, but murder? Booth threat-

ened him, implying that he might as well do it because if he didn’t, 

Booth would implicate him anyway and get him hanged. The actor 

promised him “if I did not I would suffer for it,” and said he would blow 

Atzerodt’s brains out. The German did not know it, but Booth had im-

plicated all of them several hours ago when he entrusted that sealed 

envelope to John Matthews. In his letter to the National Intelligencer, 

not only did Booth justify the triple assassination, he signed his cocon-

spirators’ names to the document: 

For a long time I have devoted my energies, my time and 

money, to the accomplishment of a certain end. I have been 

disappointed. The moment has arrived when I must change 

my plans. Many will blame me for what I am about to do, 

but posterity, I am sure, will justify me. Men who love their 

country better than gold and life. 

John W. Booth, Payne, Herold, Atzerodt. 

Atzerodt’s reluctance jeopardized the entire enterprise. If he left that 

meeting and went to the authorities, Booth, Powell, and Herold would 
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be finished. Guards would rush to protect those marked for death, and 

the conspirators would be hunted down. “You had better come along 

and get your horse,” Booth suggested. Booth adjourned the meeting. 

At the Executive Mansion, the Lincolns were behind 

schedule. It was past 8:00 p.m. and they still had not gotten into their 

carriage. As the curtain rose at Ford’s, coachman Francis Burke and 

valet Charles Forbes were waiting atop the carriage box. The Lincolns’ 

private, afternoon carriage ride and absence from the mansion had 

frustrated several politicians who wanted to see the president, and they 

would not be denied. 

Earlier that afternoon, Lincoln was happy to be free of them and all 

the burdens of his office. It was one of the happiest days of his life. At 

breakfast his eldest son, Robert, regaled his parents with his personal 

observations of Lee’s surrender. For once, the cabinet meeting was free 

of crises, battle news, casualty figures, and innumerable problems re-

quiring the president’s immediate attention. Victory had elated him, 

and ever since Lee’s surrender Lincoln had been more buoyant than at 

any other time during his presidency. He expected more good news 

from General Sherman about the expected surrender of Confederate 

General Joe Johnston’s army. 

But first he wanted to ride with Mary. He had made the appoint-

ment two days ago when he sent her a note, “written from his office . . . a 

few lines, playfully and tenderly worded, notifying, the hour, of the day, 

he would drive with me!” The war had increased their estrangement. 

Official Washington, under a heavy Southern infl uence, had snubbed 

her as a gatecrasher and a western parvenu from the start, despite her 

aristocratic Kentucky slaveholding origins. She had been emotionally 

distraught since the death of their favorite son, eleven-year-old William 

Wallace Lincoln—“Willie”—in February 1862, and she had fallen un-

der the spell of mediums and spiritualists at White House séances. The 

president, who scorned her infatuation with the spirit world, once at-
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tended one of her supernatural events. It was enough to entice a music 

publisher to issue a sheet-music parody, “The Dark Séance Polka,” the 

cover art depicting a wild Executive Mansion séance with objects fl ying 

through the air. Mary was at heart a kind woman, but her critics pre-

ferred to criticize her personal eccentricities—her expensive shopping 

habits both for the White House and for herself, and her raging, jealous 

temper—rather than to praise her good works for soldiers or her abso-

lute loyalty to husband, liberty, and Union. And the demands of the war 

had been so great that the president spent less and less time with her. 

Lincoln knew he had to change that now. He wanted to talk to Mary 

about their future. He escorted her to the open carriage, and before the 

coachman drove on she asked him if anyone should accompany them 

on their ride. 

“No,” he replied, “I prefer to ride by ourselves today.” 

Lincoln’s joy was irrepressible. Mary Lincoln had noticed it on their 

recent river cruise: “Down the Potomac, he was almost boyish, in his 

mirth and reminded me, of his original nature, what I have always re-

membered of him, in our own home—free from care, surrounded by 

those he loved so well and by whom, he was so idolized.” 

Now, during their afternoon carriage ride, Mary spoke to him about 

his happy mood. 

“Dear husband, you almost startle me by your great cheerfulness.” 

“And well I may feel so, Mary,” the president replied. “I consider this 

day, the war has come to a close.” 

“We must both, be more cheerful in the future—between the war 

and the loss of our darling Willie—we have both, been very miserable.” 

During their leisurely ride, which took them, among other places, 

down to the Navy Yard near Capitol Hill, where they inspected an iron-

clad naval vessel, the monitor Montauk, the president told his wife that 

they must try to be happy again. That he would like to see the Pacifi c 

Ocean. That perhaps at the end of his second term in office, they would 

move to Chicago and he would practice his trade again. Freed from the 

vexations of war and death—he would send no more armies of young 
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men to die—Lincoln dreamed of the future. Yes, they would be happy 

again. Later, Mary remembered that on “The Friday, I never saw him so 

supremely cheerful—his manner was even playful.” 

At Lafayette Park near the White House, Major Henry 

Rathbone and his fiancée, Clara Harris, awaited their hosts at the resi-

dence of Senator Harris, at Fifteenth and H streets. The Lincolns had 

promised to pick them up on the way to the theatre, but they were al-

most twenty minutes late. The major and Miss Harris hoped that the 

president had not forgotten them. Then, about 8:20 p.m., the carriage 

appeared. The popular young couple, although known to the Lincolns, 

was not their first choice. After the Grants changed their plans, the Lin-

colns invited several people to join them, but all declined. Finally they 

settled on Rathbone and Harris who, ignorant of how many others had 

declined before them, were delighted to accept. There was happy talk 

during the ten-minute ride to the theatre, Miss Harris remembered, re-

flecting the spirit of a week of joy and celebration: “They drove to our 

door in the gayest spirits; chatting on our way.” At Ford’s the manage-

ment decided not to hold the curtain for the presidential party, and the 

play began without them. 

Dr. Charles Leale was behind schedule, too. “After the completion of 

my daily hospital duties, I told my ward master that I would be absent 

for a short time. . . . I changed to civilian’s dress and hurried to Ford’s 

Theatre.” Leale hoped there was still time to purchase a good seat. “I ar-

rived late at the theatre, at 8.15 p.m., and requested a seat in the orches-

tra, whence I could view the occupants of the President’s box. . . .As the 

building was crowded, the last place vacant was in the dress circle. I was 

greatly disappointed, but accepted this seat, which was near the front 

on the same side and about forty feet from the President’s box.” 

Finally the lookout at Ford’s spotted the big black carriage turning 

down Tenth Street. It slowed to a halt beside the elevated wood plat-
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form in front of the theatre, constructed especially to assist carriage rid-

ers in getting out of their vehicles and avoiding the muddy street. The 

Lincolns, Rathbone, and Harris disembarked, and the chief usher es-

corted them through the lobby, up the winding staircase, and across the 

dress circle—the first balcony—to their box. Abraham Lincoln’s entry 

to Ford’s Theatre at 8:30 p.m. on April 14, 1865, was majestic in its sim-

plicity. He arrived with no entourage, no armed guards, and no an-

nouncement to the crowd. 

Before the presidential party reached the box, the actors, musicians, 

and patrons became aware that the Lincolns had arrived. The audience 

shouted and cheered. The actors onstage stopped performing. Orches-

tra conductor William Withers was looking forward to leading his play-

ers in a special patriotic song, “Honor to Our Soldiers,” that he had 

composed just for the occasion. That would come later. Now, he led his 

orchestra in a stirring rendition of “Hail to the Chief.” The audience 

went wild. 

Charles Leale had arrived in time to witness it all: “Many in the au-

dience rose to their feet in enthusiasm and vociferously cheered while 

looking around.” Leale looked around, too, and saw Abraham Lincoln 

standing nearby. “Turning, I saw in the aisle a few feet behind me, Presi-

dent Lincoln, Mrs. Lincoln, Major Rathbone, and Miss Harris. Mrs. 

Lincoln smiled very happily in acknowledgment of the loyal greeting, 

gracefully curtsied several times, and seemed to be overfl owing with 

good cheer and thankfulness.” But it was the president who Leale de-

sired to behold. “I had the best opportunity to see distinctly the full face 

of the President, as the light shone directly upon him. After he had 

walked a few feet he stopped for a moment, looked upon the people he 

loved, and acknowledged their salutations with a solemn bow.” 

At the supreme moment of victory they cheered their Father Abra-

ham, the man who, after a shaky start in office, learned how to com-

mand armies, grew in vision and eloquence, brought down slavery, and 

who, just six weeks ago, had given the most graceful and emotionally 
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stunning inaugural address in the history of the American presidency. 

And as he promised he would, he had saved the Union. Lincoln stood in 

the box and bowed to the audience. 

The spontaneous homage, the band, the hissing gaslights, the packed 

house, the fresh, moist scent of spring in the air, the recent and joyous 

news from the front—all combined to create a singular and magical 

moment. “The President,” remembered Clara Harris, “was received 

with the greatest enthusiasm.” 

James Ferguson was not so impressed. He had seen Lincoln before. 

Where was the man who Harry Ford had promised would be there, the 

one whom he had come to see? “I supposed that probably Grant had 

remained outside, so as not to create any excitement in the theatre, and 

would come in alone, and come in the box.” Ferguson was so deter-

mined to see the general that, for the next hour and a half, he would 

spend as much time staring at the president’s box as he would watching 

the stage. “I made up my mind that I would see him . . . and I watched 

everyone that passed around on that side of the dress circle towards the 

box.” No one, he promised himself, was going to enter that box unob-

served. 



Chapter Two 
“I Have Done It” 

Legend has it that John Wilkes Booth was hiding out-

side in the shadows near the front door of Ford’s as the presidential 

carriage rocked down the uneven dirt street and slowed to a stop, but 

no one really knows where he was at that precise moment. On April 29, 

1865, Clara Harris wrote in a letter, “They say we were watched by the 

assassins; ay, as we alighted from the carriage . . . and when I think of that 

fiend barring himself in with us, my blood runs cold.” Wherever Booth 

was it is almost certain that somehow he verified with his own eyes that 

the Lincolns were actually inside the theatre. And he probably won-

dered at the identity of Lincoln’s guests and gauged whether Major 

Rathbone looked like the type who could pose a threat to his plans. It 

didn’t matter, really; no one was going to stop him from going through 

with it. 

Next door at Peter Taltavul’s bar, the Star Saloon, it was a night like 

any other when the lights were on at Ford’s. Some playgoers downed a 

quick one before the show; others would come in during intermission 

to fortify themselves. 

It was now about 9:00 p.m. Time for Booth to go inside the theatre 

for the first time since the Lincolns had arrived. Although the actor, like 

the Lincolns, entered Ford’s after Our American Cousin started, he was 

still on schedule. The play was like a clock, every word spoken was an-
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other tick of the second hand. After hearing just one snippet of dia-

logue, Booth would know, to the minute, how much time had elapsed 

from curtain raising, and how much time remained in the performance. 

He knew that he had at least another hour. He left Ford’s. 

In a little while, he returned to his alley stable, where he and Span-

gler had left the bay mare. Booth unlocked the door, threw his shawl 

over the horse’s back, and saddled her. He led his rented horse down 

Baptist Alley by the reins, up to the back door of Ford’s. He would have 

tied the animal to a hitching post behind the theatre, but he remem-

bered the stable man’s warning that this horse did not like to be tied. 

She would pull at the post to break free. And anyway, what if he left the 

horse unattended and when he came back later discovered that some-

one had stolen her? Better to have someone hold the reins until he re-

turned. He called through the open back door: “Ned. Ned Spangler!” 

There was no reply. 

Inside Ford’s, employee John Debonay tracked down Ned: “Booth is 

calling you.” Spangler stepped into the alley. 

“Hold this mare for ten or fifteen minutes,” Booth instructed him. 

“I have not time,” Ned replied. The play was going on. He could not 

neglect his backstage duties and waste time holding a horse. He was 

needed at his post in the wings to shift scenery. He offered to summon 

another employee, John Burroughs, nicknamed “John Peanut” by his 

fellow staff members after the snack he sold to patrons. 

Spangler sent for John Peanut. Booth gave Ned the reins, cautioning 

him that this horse would not stand tying and that she had to be held. 

Booth went into the theatre. When John Peanut came out he demurred, 

saying he was needed at the front of the theatre to make sure that people 

didn’t sneak in without paying. After a minute or two of bickering, he 

gave in and accepted the reins from Spangler. Ned went back to work. 

Mary Jane Anderson, a black woman who lived in an alley house behind 

the theatre, watched Booth lead his horse up the alley, walk past her 

front door, and call Ned Spangler. Once Booth went inside Ford’s, she 

couldn’t see the horse anymore but could hear how restless it was. “It 
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kept up a great deal of stamping on the stones, and I said ‘I wonder what 

is the matter with that horse,’ it kept stamping so.” It was the second 

time Mrs. Anderson had seen Booth that day. In the afternoon, between 

2:00 and 3:00 p.m., she watched him and a woman standing behind the 

theatre “for a considerable while,” having a conversation. Mary Ander-

son could not take her eyes off the handsome star: “I stood in my gate, 

and I looked right wishful at him.” 

Booth, once inside Ford’s, wanted to cross behind the stage all the 

way to the other side of the building, where a small door led to a narrow 

passageway that ran west to Tenth Street and the front of the theatre. 

Booth asked an employee if he could walk across the stage, hidden be-

hind the scenery. That was impossible, he was told. The “dairy scene,” a 

deep scene that required the full stage, was on, and there was no room 

to hide from the audience by creeping along behind the scenery. In-

stead, Booth would have to cross under the stage through a passageway 

and emerge on the other side. 

Booth lifted the trapdoor and dropped below into darkness. Walk-

ing along the hard-packed dirt floor, he could hear the wooden planks 

of the stage creaking overhead, and the distant, muffled voices of the 

actors and laughter from the audience. He ascended the stairs at the end 

of the passageway, nudged open the trapdoor, and entered the passage-

way that ran lengthwise between Ford’s and the Star Saloon next door. 

He walked the length of the building and emerged on Tenth. Anyone 

who saw him now would assume he had come down Tenth on foot to 

take in the play. No one in the theatre, save a few employees, knew he 

had a horse waiting out back. There was time for one last drink. 

Booth walked into the Star Saloon at around 10:00 p.m. The 

cramped, narrow, dimly lit establishment catered to the actors, stage-

hands, and playgoers who frequented Ford’s Theatre. Booth was alone. 

A regular, he nodded to owner Peter Taltavul and called for his pleasure: 

whiskey. The bartender poured him a glass and set the bottle on the 

counter within Booth’s reach. Water, too, please, Booth reminded him: 

Taltavul had neglected to serve the customary companion beverage. 
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Booth’s pale, delicate fingers squeezed the glass, raised it to his lips, and 

he downed the drink the way a more temperate, thirsty man might 

swallow the glass of water. Booth savored the warming spirits. It might 

be a while before he could enjoy another one. Any customers who rec-

ognized the handsomest, best-dressed man in Washington kept it to 

themselves and did not disturb the famous actor. Booth slapped a few 

coins on the bar and left without saying a word. He exited onto Tenth 

Street, turned to his right, walked a few paces, and saw the president’s 

carriage still parked on the near side of Tenth several yards beyond the 

main door, the coachman and horse waiting to take Lincoln back home. 

Burke had gone for a drink after he dropped off the Lincolns and their 

guests, and then returned to the coach. 

In the alley behind Ford’s, Mary Anderson watched John Peanut 

walking Booth’s impatient horse back and forth. 

This was it. Booth tarried in the lobby, soaking in the atmosphere 

and listening to the dialogue. He was still on schedule. No need to rush. 

Walking to the lobby’s north end, he ascended the curving staircase to 

the dress circle, following the same path the Lincolns took to their box. 

Booth paused at the head of the stairs to take advantage of the best view 

of the president’s box, a vista that caused him to look slightly down, and 

diagonally across the width and length of the house. He walked slowly 

along the west wall. James Ferguson, still hoping to witness General 

Grant’s arrival, looked up from his fi rst-floor seat and saw, on the other 

side of the theatre, another man—not Grant—approaching the box. He 

recognized John Wilkes Booth: “Somewhere near ten o’clock . . . I saw 

Booth pass along near the box, and then stop, and lean against the wall. 

He stood there a moment.” 

Booth could see the door that opened to the vestibule that led di-

rectly into the president’s box. What he saw—or more accurately what 

he did not see—surprised him. The door was unguarded. He expected 

to find an officer, a soldier, or at least a civilian policeman seated there. 

Instead, seated near but not blocking the door was Lincoln’s valet, 

Charles Forbes, who had ridden to Ford’s atop the coach beside the 
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driver. Booth paused to speak to Forbes, showing him some kind of 

card or piece of paper. To this day no one knows what words they ex-

changed, or what document Booth displayed. Was it a letter? Or merely 

the actor’s calling card? A card with Booth’s name on it would open al-

most any door in Washington. Forbes did not attempt to stop him. 

Booth proceeded to the door, realizing that, unless a hidden guard was 

perched inside the small vestibule, no one was going to stop him. He 

seized the knob, turned it, and pushed open the door. James Ferguson 

looked up again and watched Booth enter the box: “I looked back and 

saw him step down one step, put his hands to the door, and his knee 

against it, and push the door open. I did not see any more of him.” Yel-

low gaslight from the dress circle illuminated the dark vestibule. Booth 

peered inside. Empty. There was no guard. No one stood between him 

and the president of the United States. 

Inside the box, the Lincolns were enjoying themselves, not because 

of the play but simply from being together, out of the White House, 

during their happiest week in Washington. At one point the president 

stood up to put on his coat—the cool night air had chilled him. Back in 

his rocking chair, perhaps thinking of their carriage ride that afternoon, 

Lincoln reached out and held Mary’s hand. In mock embarrassment 

she chided her husband for his boldness: “What will Miss Harris think 

of my hanging on to you so?” Lincoln replied to the last words he would 

ever hear his wife speak: “She won’t think anything about it,” and he 

smiled affectionately at her. Booth closed the outer vestibule door be-

hind him so quietly that the occupants of the box heard nothing. He 

had been prepared to cut his way in with the knife if necessary. Instead, 

he had strolled in unmolested, as though he had reserved the box this 

night, as he often had on prior occasions. Bending down, he felt along 

the edge of the carpet near the wall for the pine bar—part of a music 

stand—he had hidden there that afternoon. When no one was watching 

he had returned to Ford’s that day, slipped unseen into the vestibule 

and box, and made his preparations. Hoping that no one had discov-

ered it and tossed it into the trash as an odd piece of leftover lumber, he 
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ran his fingers across the carpet. It was still there. He lifted the bar, fi rst 

inserting one end into the awaiting mortise he had incised in the plaster 

wall and concealed behind a flap of wallpaper. He lowered the other end 

to nearly a parallel position, until it made contact with the door. He was 

careful not to hammer the bar into place by pounding it with the bot-

toms of two clenched fists. The noise might alert the theatre party sit-

ting just a few yards away. Instead, he grasped the bar with both hands, 

using his weight to apply gradual, increasing downward pressure until 

the fit was tight. It took only a few seconds, just as he had planned. Now 

no one could follow him into the vestibule and prevent him from enter-

ing the president’s box. 

Booth turned to face the two paneled wood doors—one to his left 

and the other directly in front of him—that opened into boxes seven 

and eight, now combined into one box for the Lincolns. 

The actor’s black pupils flared wide, adjusting to the darkness, while 

also fixing on the only available light in the dim, claustrophobic cham-

ber—a faint pinpoint emanating from the peephole that somebody, 

probably Booth, had bored through a right-hand panel of the door to 

box number seven. A cylindrical beam shone through from the illumi-

nated box on the other side of the door, but it was so weak that it failed 

to span the narrow vestibule and put a small spot of light on the oppo-

site wall. Instead the ray faltered in midair, diffused into the absorbing 

darkness. 

Booth peeked through the dot of light on the door, giving himself a 

partial view of the interior of the box. He saw what he was looking 

for—a high-backed, upholstered rocking chair, just a few feet away on 

the other side of the door. 

The seating arrangement in the box was perfect for an assassin. Lin-

coln sat at the far left, his rocker wedged nearly against the wall of the 

box. At this angle the president’s left side faced the audience, his right 

the interior of the box, and, to his front, the stage below. Lincoln was 

close to the door through which Booth would spring. Mary Lincoln sat 
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to the president’s right, perched on a wood, caned-bottom chair. Next 

to her right was Clara Harris on another chair, and at the far right was 

Major Rathbone on a sofa. Booth could enter the box and move on Lin-

coln without having to get past the major. 

Onstage, it was the beginning of act 3, scene 2. There were four 

scenes left before the end of the play. Mrs. Mountchessington and her 

daughter Augusta, a pair of English gold diggers, were conniving about 

how to marry off the girl to Asa Trenchard, a rich American bumpkin 

played by the celebrated comic actor Harry Hawk. 

“Yes, my child, while Mr. De Boots and Mr. Trenchard are both here, 

you must ask yourself seriously, as to the state of your affections. Remem-

ber, your happiness for life will depend on the choice you make.” 

“What would you advise, Mamma? You know I am always advised 

by you.” 

“Dear, obedient child. De Boots has excellent expectations, but they are 

only expectations after all. This American is rich, and on the whole I think 

a well regulated affection ought to incline to Asa Trenchard.” 

It was approximately 10:11 p.m. Booth plunged both hands into 

the deep, copious pockets of his black frock coat and withdrew his 

weapons. In his right hand was the .44-caliber single-shot Deringer 

pistol, in his left the shiny and sharp Rio Grande Camp Knife. He stead-

ied himself. Harry Hawk entered the scene from stage left. No, not 

yet. Too many characters—Mrs. Mountchessington, Augusta, and Asa 

Trenchard—were still onstage. Booth listened keenly to the dialogue of 

the play for his cue, the actors’ voices rising to the president’s box and 

echoing through the doors and into the vestibule where he remained 

hidden. Booth heard Asa Trenchard confess to Mrs. Mountchessington 

that he is not rich. 

“Not heir to the fortune, Mr. Trenchard.” 

“Oh, no.” 

After a few more lines, Harry Hawk would hold the stage alone and 

would speak a line guaranteed to produce such uproarious laughter 
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that it would smother the sound of just about anything including, 

Booth hoped, the report of a pistol. 

Booth’s thumb pulled back the hammer of the Deringer until he 

heard it cock into firing position. His hand dropped to the porcelain 

doorknob. 

“Mr. Trenchard, you will please recollect you are addressing my daugh-

ter, and in my presence.” 

“Yes, I’m offering her my heart and hand just as she wants them, with 

nothing in ’em.” 

“Augusta, dear, to your room.” 

“Yes, Ma, the nasty beast.” 

Now, Booth knew, only two actors remained onstage. 

The tension was unbearable. The syllables being spoken onstage 

sounded no longer like words but like the last ticks of a dying clock 

winding down. It was 10:13 p.m. 

“I am aware, Mr. Trenchard, you are not used to the manners of good 

society, and that, alone, will excuse the impertinence of which you have 

been guilty.” Mrs. Mountchessington exited in a huff. 

Harry Hawk was alone onstage now. 

Booth opened the door and stepped into the president’s box. Hawk 

began reciting the last sentence Lincoln would ever hear, a corny broad-

side of comic insults that delighted the audience. 

“Don’t know the manners of good society, eh? Wal, I guess I know 

enough to turn you inside out, old gal . . .” 

Lincoln was so near. If Booth desired, he could reach out and tap 

him on the shoulder with the Deringer’s muzzle. No one in the box had 

seen or heard him enter. The Lincolns, Harris, and Rathbone all contin-

ued watching the action onstage. Booth began the performance he had 

rehearsed in his mind again and again since that afternoon. He stepped 

toward Lincoln who was stationary—not rolling back and forth on the 

rockers of his chair. Booth focused his eyes on the back of the presi-

dent’s head. He raised his right arm to shoulder height and extended it 

forward, aiming the pistol at Lincoln’s head. He didn’t even really have 
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to aim—aiming suggests a marksman’s skill—he was so close to the 

president now that all he had to do was point the Deringer. 

The factory had not set the pistol with a hair trigger, so until Booth 

increased his finger pressure to a few pounds the Deringer would not 

fire. He squeezed harder. 

“. . . you sockdologizing old mantrap . . .” 

As the audience exploded in laughter, at that instant, at the last pos-

sible moment before the pistol discharged, Abraham Lincoln jerked his 

head away from Booth, low and to the left, as though trying to evade the 

shot. The black powder charge exploded and spit the bullet toward Lin-

coln’s head. James Ferguson saw Lincoln move just before he saw the 

muzzle flash illuminate the box momentarily like a miniature lightning 

bolt. The president’s movement and the shot were simultaneous. Had 

Booth missed? 

If he had, the assassin was suddenly at great risk because he didn’t 

have the twenty to forty seconds needed to reload—and, anyway, he 

hadn’t even bothered to carry more gunpowder and bullets in his coat. 

Now he was trapped between Lincoln and Rathbone, armed with noth-

ing but the knife. If Lincoln’s peripheral vision had alerted him to the 

presence of an intruder creeping stealthily toward him, or if he had 

caught the blur of Booth’s arm moving into fi ring position, the presi-

dent might have ducked the shot, or at worst suffered a nonfatal grazing 

head, neck, or shoulder wound. If only that had happened, then Lin-

coln, even at fifty-six years old, would have been a formidable oppo-

nent. The idea of venerable Father Abraham fi ghting back against the 

gymnastic, leaping, and sword-fighting stage star is not as farfetched as 

it sounds. 

It was widely held in 1865, and certainly today, that the toil of the 

Civil War had transformed Lincoln into a ruined old man. Lincoln’s 

beard, his slow, ambling gait, and his careworn face, captured so mov-

ingly in the last photographs by Alexander Gardner in February 1865 

and by Henry Warren in March 1865, gave credence to the myth of Fa-

ther Abraham, the ancient, Moses-like figure leading his people. But 
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there was another Abraham Lincoln that no one in Washington had 

ever seen: the vigorous, muscular Rail-splitter of the West. That image 

was more than a brilliant slogan from the presidential campaign of 

1860. Lincoln had really been a rail-splitter, and a man hardened by 

years of brutal physical toil. With his creased apple doll-like head sitting 

atop a thin, six-foot-four-inch frame, President Lincoln might have 

looked old and weak. The wartime demands of the presidency had 

taken their toll, and Lincoln had lost twenty or thirty pounds during 

four years in office. But beneath that ever-present baggy frock coat and 

ill-fitting trousers, there remained a lean and formidable physique. Too 

soon doctors would discover and marvel at the age difference between 

his face and his body. 

Had Booth missed, Lincoln could have risen from his chair to con-

front his assassin. At that moment the president, cornered, with not 

only his own life in danger but also Mary’s, would almost certainly have 

fought back. If he did, Booth would have found himself outmatched 

facing not kindly Father Abraham, but the aroused fury of the Missis-

sippi River flatboatman who fought off a gang of murderous river pi-

rates in the dead of night, the champion wrestler who, years before, 

humbled the Clary’s Grove boys in New Salem in a still legendary match, 

or even the fi fty-six-year-old president who could still pick up a long, 

splitting-axe by his fingertips, raise it, extend his arm out parallel with 

the ground, and suspend the axe in midair. Lincoln could have choked 

the life out of the five-foot-eight-inch, 150-pound thespian, or wrestled 

him over the side of the box, launching Booth on a crippling dive to the 

stage almost twelve feet below. 

But Lincoln had not seen Booth coming. He had not moved to avoid 

being shot. Instead, just as Booth was about to fire, Lincoln leaned for-

ward and to the left to look down into the audience on the main fl oor. 

James Ferguson saw it all: “The President, at the time he was shot, was 

sitting in this position: he was leaning his hand on the rail, and was 

looking down at a person in the [theatre],—not looking on the stage. 
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He had the flag that decorated the box pulled around, and he was look-

ing between the post and the fl ag.” 

The pistol, a fine, expensive weapon, had functioned perfectly. The 

trigger freed the cocked hammer from its tension spring. The hammer 

snapped forward, striking the copper percussion cap resting over the 

hollow steel nipple mounted on the barrel. The resulting spark fl ashed 

into the chamber, igniting the load of black powder. The explosion pro-

pelled the .44-caliber ball at a muzzle velocity slow by modern stan-

dards, but fast enough. Still, Booth had almost missed. If the president 

had leaned forward a little more, the bullet might have whistled just 

over his head. 

Instead it struck him in the head, on the lower left side, a little below 

the ear. The ball ripped through his chestnut-colored hair, cut the skin, 

perforated the skull, and, because of the angle of Lincoln’s head at the 

moment of impact, drove a diagonal tunnel through Lincoln’s brain 

from left to right. The wet brain matter slowed the ball’s velocity, ab-

sorbing enough of its energy to prevent it from penetrating the other 

side of the skull and exiting through the president’s face. The ball came 

to rest in Lincoln’s brain, lodged behind his right eye. 

Lincoln never knew what happened to him. His head dropped for-

ward until his chin hit his chest, and his body lost all muscular control 

and sagged against the richly upholstered rocking chair. He did not 

fall to the floor. He looked as though he was bored with the play and 

had fallen asleep. It happened so fast that Lincoln lost consciousness 

before he heard the report of the pistol, smelled the burnt gunpowder, 

or was enveloped by the voluminous cloud of blue-gray smoke, the sig-

nature of all black-powder weapons. The sound of the pistol, more 

like the hollow “poof” of fireworks than the hard cracking of a modern 

firearm—another characteristic of nineteenth-century black-powder 

weapons with low muzzle velocities—echoed and hung in the box for 

several seconds. Then it traveled to the ceiling and the stage below and 

reverberated throughout the theatre. 
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Nobody moved. The president, Mary Lincoln, Clara Harris, Major 

Rathbone, and Booth remained perfectly still, as though posed in the 

studio for one of Alexander Gardner’s wet-plate albumen photographs 

that required a motionless exposure of several seconds. Time stopped. 

The pistol’s report did startle a number of people in the audience. 

Some thought it was part of the play; others, an unscripted surprise in 

honor of the president’s visit. Some people didn’t hear it at all. 

Rathbone, an experienced army officer who had heard gunfi re be-

fore, was the first to realize that something was amiss. He turned to his 

left. The smoke, now tinted red from the gaslights, and the crimson up-

holstery and wallpaper that combined to give the box a fi ery, devilish 

glow, partly obscured his vision. Rathbone rose from his seat, stepping 

in the direction of the president. At that instant he saw a wild-eyed man, 

his face ghostly against his black clothes, hair, and moustache. Like a 

demon, Booth emerged from the black-powder haze and sprang at him. 

Simultaneously Rathbone lunged for Booth, grabbing him by the coat. 

The assassin broke free, shouting but one word, “Freedom!” and thrust 

his right arm up, as high as he could reach. Rathbone’s eyes were drawn 

up by the gesture, and he saw what Booth clenched in his fist: a big, 

shiny knife, its menacing blade pointed directly down at him. Booth 

moved too quickly for Rathbone to read the patriotic slogans acid-

etched into the blade: “Land of the Free/Home of the Brave”; “Liberty/ 

Independence.” Booth was not going to try to fend off Rathbone with a 

few, puny forward jabs of the knife. Instead, he sought the death blow. 

He was going to deliver an arcing, theatrical swing pivoting from his 

shoulder that would drive the blade through Rathbone’s ribs and into 

his heart. Booth’s arm was already in motion, and at the last moment 

Rathbone raised his arm to parry Booth’s strike. The major grunted in 

pain. His reflexive, lightning-fast defensive maneuver saved his life, but 

the assassin’s blade sliced through his coat sleeve and into his upper 

arm. Blood gushed from the long, deep wound. 

Booth had no more time to waste on finishing off Rathbone. The 

clock in his head was still ticking down. If he was going to escape the 
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theatre, he had to get out of the box at once. He turned to the balustrade 

and swung one leg over the side. By now some members of the audience 

had looked up. Was that a man climbing out of the president’s box, 

preparing to leap to the stage? As Booth positioned for his leap, Rath-

bone came at him again, grabbing at his coattail. Distracted, Booth 

got tangled in the framed portrait of George Washington hanging from 

the front of the box, and one of his riding spurs snagged one of the 

flags that just a few hours before Henry Clay Ford had cradled in his 

arms when he ran into Booth on the street. It was the revenge of “Old 

Glory,” soon went the popular myth. Still he managed to free himself 

and imperfectly leapt forward to the stage. Booth hit the stage unevenly 

but still on his feet. He knew something was wrong. He could feel it 

in his left leg, near the ankle, but there was nothing he could do about 

it now. 

Booth clambered to center stage, turned to the audience, and rose 

erect to his full height. His splendid chest had always made him appear 

taller than he was. Every second was precious to his escape, but he had 

rehearsed this part too well to forsake it now. He knew that this was his 

The great crime. A fanciful print published shortly after the assassination. 
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last performance on the American stage, and for this he would be re-

membered for eternity. He must not blow his lines. All eyes were upon 

him. He stood motionless, paused momentarily for dramatic effect, and 

thrust his bloody dagger triumphantly into the air. The gas footlights 

danced on the shiny blade now speckled with red and exaggerated his 

wild countenance. “Sic semper tyrannis,” he thundered. It was the state 

motto of Virginia—“Thus always to tyrants.” Then Booth shouted, 

“The South is avenged.” 

Dr. Charles Leale had witnessed the leap: “I saw a man 

with dark hair and bright black eyes, leap from the box to the stage be-

low . . . and [he] raised his shining dagger in the air, which refl ected the 

light as though it had been a diamond.” 

Harry Hawk, the only actor onstage when Booth made the leap, 

could not understand what was happening. Hawk, more than anyone 

else in the theatre, was in the best position to hear the shot, see the 

smoky cloud, and observe a familiar-looking figure climb onto the bal-

ustrade. Why, if he didn’t know better, he would swear that the man 

who landed hard on the stage, gathered himself, and was now approach-

ing him rapidly with an unsheathed dagger looked an awful lot like 

John Wilkes Booth. Hawk had known Booth for a year and wasn’t likely 

to make a false identification. Hawk lingered indecisively, standing di-

rectly in Booth’s escape path. When Booth was nearly upon him, Hawk 

fled: “[H]e was rushing towards me with a dagger and I turned and 

run.” As Booth moved across the stage heading for the wings, James 

Ferguson, sitting just a few feet away, heard him exult to himself—“I 

have done it!” 

Booth fled into the wings off stage right, slashing his dagger wildly 

at anyone—actor, orchestra conductor, or employee—who got in his 

way. William Withers said he felt Booth’s hot breath as the assassin 

pushed past him and struck at him with the knife. The conductor did 
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not try to stop him. No one in the cast did. Booth had taken all the ac-

tors backstage by surprise and rushed past them. 

Then a voice cried out from the president’s box. “Stop that man!” 

From the time Booth shot Lincoln, wounded Rathbone, fought his way 

out of the box, leapt to the stage, claimed center stage, uttered his cry of 

vengeance, and vanished into the wings, no one in the audience had 

done a thing. It was just as Booth had planned. Some in the audience 

gasped with fright and delight—they still thought it was part of the 

play. Others, including the actors near the stage and in the wings, were 

too shocked to obstruct or pursue Booth. 

“Will no one stop that man?” an anguished Rathbone again pleaded 

to the crowd below. Clara Harris echoed his cry. 

“He has shot the President!” 

Less than a mile away, on Madison Place, near the White 

House on the east side of Lafayette Park, all was quiet at the home of 

Secretary of State William H. Seward. Bedridden since a terrible car-

riage accident on April 5, Seward drifted in and out of consciousness. 

Nine days before, when out riding with his daughter, Frances “Fanny” 

Adeline Seward; his son Frederick; and a family friend, the coachman, 

Henry Key, dismounted to fix a stubborn door that wouldn’t stay shut. 

The horses bolted, running madly through the city with the unmanned 

reins swinging wildly in the air. The secretary of state sprang from the 

moving carriage to try for the reins or horses, but he caught his shoe on 

the way out, tore off the heel, and was spun facedown into the street. 

The fall almost killed him, but he survived with a concussion, his jaw 

broken in two places, right arm broken between the shoulder and elbow, 

and deep bruises too numerous to count. Fanny rushed to his crumpled 

body, fearing he was dead. 

That night Seward’s disfigured face swelled so badly that his own 

children could barely recognize him, and the blood pouring through 
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his nose almost suffocated him. Seward’s personal physician, Dr. T. S. 

Verdi; Dr. Basil Norris, an army medical offi cer; and Surgeon General 

Joseph K. Barnes attended him and cautioned the family to keep their 

patient under constant watch. 

On April 9, Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton visited Seward three 

times. The diplomat liked Lincoln’s fierce, iron-willed war leader. 

“God bless you Stanton—I can never tell you half . . .” 

Stanton hushed him: “Don’t try to speak.” 

Early that evening Abraham Lincoln rushed to Seward’s big brick 

mansion, known as the “Clubhouse” among Washington insiders. The 

accident worried Lincoln. Carriage accidents were not trifling affairs in 

wartime Washington and could prove deadly. Mary Lincoln had nearly 

been killed when her carriage broke down and flung her headlong into 

the street. She hit her head hard on the ground and was lucky to survive. 

The sight of Seward, alive if not well, relieved Lincoln tremendously. 

They were great rivals once, when in 1860 the emerging rail-splitter 

from the west challenged Seward, the odds-on favorite for the Republi-

can nomination, and later, when Seward tried to usurp him early in his 

presidency. But they made peace, and Seward evolved into a trusted ad-

viser and confidant. Just back from Grant’s headquarters at City Point, 

Virginia, the president reclined on the foot of Seward’s bed and regaled 

him with the news—his remarkable visit to Richmond, and how he had 

gone to a military hospital and shook the hands of thousands of 

wounded soldiers. Then the president confided the best news of all. Ac-

cording to Grant, Lee’s surrender was imminent. After chatting quietly 

with Seward for nearly an hour, Abraham Lincoln departed. They never 

saw each other again. Lincoln’s prophecy proved true when a little later, 

Secretary Stanton visited the Clubhouse so he could tell Seward the 

news in person. Lee had surrendered. The war was over. 

Now, on the fourteenth, Fanny watched over her father and listened 

to the sights and sounds of the never-ending celebrations in the streets. 

A torchlight procession marched to the White House. A band played 

“Rally Round the Flag.” Fanny was a tall, slender, brown-haired girl pre-
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cociously conversant in literature and politics, and, at twenty, her fa-

ther’s prize. With her mother Frances often away at their Auburn, New 

York, homestead, Fanny grew up in a world of political receptions, din-

ners, and historical personages and events. An avid and talented writer 

with an eye for detail, her secret diary that she began at age fourteen 

brimmed with subtle observations and trenchant character sketches of 

her encounters with the political, military, and diplomatic elites. 

Around 10:00 p.m. she put down her book, Legends of Charlemagne, 

turned down the gaslights, and, along with Sergeant George Robinson, 

a wounded veteran now serving as an army nurse, kept watch over her 

recovering father. 

Outside in the shadows, Lewis Powell and David Herold were keep-

ing the Clubhouse under surveillance. The street was quiet. They saw 

no guards at the front door, or anywhere on Madison Place. Two hours 

ago, when they’d met with Booth at the Herndon House, their leader 

assured them that they would find their target at home. The newspa-

pers reported the carriage accident days ago, and the extent of Seward’s 

serious injuries, and noted that he was recuperating at home, bedrid-

den. That made Seward, of all of Lincoln’s cabinet officers, Booth’s most 

attractive target tonight. The others might prove difficult to track, and 

could be anywhere—dinner parties, entertainments, or traveling. 

Seward, alone, helplessly anchored to his bed, was sure to be home at 

10:00 this evening. The actor issued simple instructions: invade the 

house, locate the secretary of state’s bedroom, and kill the defenseless 

victim with pistol fire and, if required, the knife. This was a diffi cult 

mission even for a man like Powell, a battle-hardened and extremely 

strong ex-Confederate soldier. Powell had three problems. First, how 

could he get inside Seward’s house? He couldn’t just walk in unan-

nounced. By 10:00 p.m. the front door would certainly be locked. He 

would have to ring the bell. When—if—someone answered, he could 

not just shoot or slash his way through the threshold. That might at-

tract the attention of passersby or rouse the occupants from their beds 

to defend themselves. 
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Cunning deception, not brute force, was the key. Booth concocted, 

probably with David Herold’s help, a brilliant plan. He told Powell to 

impersonate a messenger delivering important medicine from Seward’s 

physician, Dr. Verdi. To add the final touch of verisimilitude to the ruse, 

Powell would actually carry a small package wrapped in butcher’s paper 

and tied with string. Herold, the former pharmacist’s assistant experi-

enced in making similar deliveries, probably tutored Booth and Powell 

in the appearance of such packages and then wrapped an empty box to 

mimic an authentic delivery from Dr. Verdi. 

But then what? Once inside it was Powell’s job to track down Secre-

tary Seward in the sprawling, three-story mansion. Booth did not pro-

vide him with a floor plan. He could rule out the fi rst floor. But Seward 

might lie in one of a number of upper rooms. Powell faced a third chal-

lenge: he did not know how many occupants—family members, State 

Department messengers, nurses, doctors, servants, maids, and guards— 

were on the premises. Certainly several, but perhaps up to a dozen. A 

more cautious man might have told Booth he was mad. But Powell, a 

slavishly loyal one who called his hero “captain,” agreed. Anything for 

his master. David Herold also complied, as long as he did not have to 

bloody his hands by killing somebody and could wait for Powell out-

side, holding their horses. 

From the shadows, Powell and Herold had watched Dr. Verdi leave 

around 9:30 p.m. After him had come Dr. Norris, who visited briefl y 

and departed around 10:00 p.m.—just in time, according to Booth’s 

preset timetable. The house was quiet now. They watched the gaslights 

go dim in several rooms, a signal that the occupants were settling in for 

the night. A short while later Powell handed his horse to Herold and 

strode across the street to the secretary of state’s front door. He rang the 

bell. Herold’s dull, hooded eyes warily scanned up and down the block 

as he stood watch, safeguarding their mounts. 

Upstairs, on the third floor, Fanny Seward was watching over her 

sleeping father, and did not hear the bell. She did not know that outside 

a man waited to, like Macbeth, murder sleep. 
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Down on the fi rst floor, William Bell, a nineteen-year-old black ser-

vant, hurried to answer the door. Late-night callers were not unusual at 

the Seward home. At moments of crisis State Department messengers 

bearing telegraph dispatches might arrive at any hour of the day or 

night. And ever since the carriage accident, members of the cabinet, 

military officers, and three different doctors called frequently. There 

was no reason at all why William Bell should not open that door. 

Before him stood a tall, attractive, solidly built man, well dressed in 

fine leather boots, black pants, a straw-colored duster, and a felt-

brimmed hat; he was holding a small package in his hands. The mas-

querade worked. Nothing about Powell’s conventional appearance 

raised Bell’s suspicions. Bell greeted Powell and asked politely, as Seward 

had trained him, how he could help the visitor. Powell explained his 

mission: he was a messenger with medicine from Dr. Verdi. That 

sounded satisfactory to Bell. Dr. Verdi had left his patient within the 

hour and lived only two blocks from the Sewards. Obviously, Bell rea-

soned, the doctor must have prescribed some medicine but did not have 

it with him in his well-worn doctor’s bag. When Verdi got home he 

probably summoned a messenger to deliver the healing product. Up to 

this moment Powell did nothing to call undue attention to himself. He 

even pronounced Dr. Verdi’s name correctly, with the proper Italian ac-

cent. Powell stepped into the hall and closed the door behind him. Bell 

reached out to accept the delivery. No, Powell said, he could not give it 

to a servant. The doctor said he had to deliver it personally to the secre-

tary of state and instruct him how to take the medicine. Bell countered 

that he was qualified to receive deliveries on Seward’s behalf. Powell was 

adamant. “I must go up.” He must see the secretary personally—those 

were his instructions. For five minutes, the assassin and the servant 

bickered about whether Powell would leave the medicine with Bell. “I 

must go up,” he repeated like a mantra. “I must go up.” 

Powell, growing impatient, inched relentlessly toward the staircase, 

backing Bell up to the landing. Bell was in grave danger now. Powell’s 

patience was almost out, and he knew how to deal with a recalcitrant, 
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disobedient Negro like this, just as he had in Baltimore a few months 

back, when, as a houseguest of the mysterious and attractive rebel Bran-

son sisters, he struck and nearly stomped to death a black female ser-

vant who sassed him. He didn’t have a knife or pistol then. Now Powell 

turned away from Bell and lifted a foot to the first stair, then another to 

the second. Bell chattered on, but Powell kept pounding up the staircase 

slowly, his boots striking the stairs with dull, methodical thuds that 

echoed like a ticking case clock to the floors above. If Bell interfered 

now, he would face Powell’s knife. Luckily for him, he did not attempt 

to block Powell’s path. Instead, he ascended the stairs with him. The as-

sassin warned Bell that if he didn’t allow him to deliver this medicine, 

he would report him to his master and get him in big trouble. Cowed, 

Bell, like a schoolmarm, warned Powell not to tread so heavily on the 

stairs. He might wake Mr. Seward. 

At the top of the staircase Frederick Seward, who served his father as 

assistant secretary of state, confronted Bell and the stranger. Powell did 

not know it, but Frederick stood only a few feet from the closed door to 

his father’s sickroom. The stranger explained his mission again. Freder-

ick told him that his father was asleep and that he would take delivery of 

the medicine for him. Again Powell refused, arguing that he must see 

the secretary. Incredibly, Powell, thanks to that little package he promi-

nently displayed as a prop, had still not aroused suspicion about his true 

intentions. To Frederick he seemed merely like a stupid messenger, a 

man so dull-witted that he took instructions literally, believing that Dr. 

Verdi meant for him to actually place the package into the secretary of 

state’s hands. Soon Powell would make Frederick regret his assuming 

condescension. 

Inside the bedroom, Fanny sensed a presence in the hall. Perhaps 

President Lincoln had come for another visit, she thought. Such a late-

night call would not be unusual. Lincoln was famous for his nighttime 

walks. Perhaps he had strolled to the telegraph office at the nearby War 

Department for the latest news and then decided to call on the secre-

tary. Fanny hurried to the door and opened it only a little to shield her 
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father from the bright gaslight that would otherwise flood the bed-

chamber. She saw her brother and, to his right, the tall stranger in the 

light hat and long overcoat. She whispered, “Fred, Father is awake now.” 

She knew in an instant that she had done wrong. “Something in Fred’s 

manner led me at once to think that he did not wish me to say so, and 

that I had better not have opened the door.” Powell leaned forward and 

tried to peer into the dark room, but Fanny held the door tight to her 

body, and the assassin was not able to see his target. He stared at Fanny 

and, in a harsh and impatient tone, demanded, “Is the Secretary asleep?” 

Then Fanny made a terrible mistake. She glanced back into the room in 

the direction of her father, and replied, “Almost.” Fred Seward grabbed 

the door and shut it quickly. 

It was too late. Innocently, Fanny had given Powell the priceless in-

formation he needed. Secretary of State William H. Seward was in that 

room, lying helpless in a bed against the wall, to the right of the door, 

defended by no one, Powell probably assumed, but a frail-looking girl. 

Powell did not know that Sergeant Robinson was in the bedroom too. 

Powell resisted the impulse to draw his knife that instant and burst 

through the door. With William Bell and Frederick Seward hovering 

close, his wit restrained his body and he calculated his next move. The 

pair was no match for him, but together, they could delay by precious 

seconds his entry to the bedroom. Trickery had taken him this far— 

time for one more charade. 

Powell continued to argue with Frederick outside the door. Finally 

Fred, exasperated, gave Powell an ultimatum: surrender that medicine 

now, or take it back to Dr. Verdi. Powell glared at the young Seward, still 

refusing to yield the medicine. Finally, the persistent messenger feigned 

surrender in this battle of wills. He stuffed the package into his pocket, 

turned around, and began his descent. He did not remove his hand 

from the pocket. Bell, walking down ahead of Powell, turned over his 

shoulder and chided him again about walking so loudly. Bell continued 

down the stairs, his eyes looking ahead now to the front door through 

which, in a few moments, he would, with pleasure, conduct the ill-
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“I’m mad, I’m mad!” Lewis Powell, 

Secretary of State Seward’s assassin. 

mannered stranger into the street. At the top of the stairs Frederick 

Seward, satisfied at turning away an annoying pest, took his eyes off 

Powell’s back and headed for his room. In a flash, Powell reversed course 

and bounded up the stairs. Before Seward could turn around, Powell 

already stood behind him. Seward whirled but too late: Powell was 

pointing a Whitney revolver at him, the muzzle inches from his face. In 
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another moment a .36-caliber conical lead round would explode his 

face, and the hot black powder would, at this range, not only kill him 

instantly but also burn and disfigure his flesh a hideous black. 

Powell, staring into Seward’s eyes, squeezed the trigger. The ham-

mer fell and struck the percussion cap. Seward had no time to move— 

he knew he was dead. Then he heard . . . a metallic click. Misfi re! Either 

the copper percussion cap malfunctioned or the faulty powder charge 

in the chamber did not ignite. The reason did not matter: Seward was 

still alive. But Powell, unlike his master Booth, had five more rounds in 

his revolver. He could draw the hammer back with his thumb, cock the 

pistol, rotate the revolver’s cylinder to bring a fresh round into fi ring 

position, and shoot again. It would take just a moment. Then Powell 

made the first of two miscalculations that jeopardized his mission. 

Instead of trying to fire again, Powell raised the pistol high in the air 

and brought down a crushing blow to Seward’s head. He hit him so 

hard that he broke the pistol’s steel ramrod, jamming the cylinder and 

making it impossible to fire the weapon again. In a fury, Powell, using 

all his might, clubbed Seward repeatedly with the barrel of the broken 

Whitney. William Bell ran down the stairs and into the street, shouting, 

“Murder!” Watching from across the street, a skittish David Herold 

knew this was not part of the plan. 

Fanny, ignorant of the mayhem on the other side of the door, sat 

down in her chair beside her father. A few minutes after her encounter 

with the determined stranger, she heard “the sound of blows—it seemed 

to me as many as half a dozen—sharp and heavy, with lighter ones be-

tween.” She thought the servants were chasing a rat. When the sounds 

continued, Fanny turned to Sergeant Robinson: “What can be the mat-

ter? Do go and see.” Suddenly afraid, she rose and accompanied him. 

While Fanny was puzzling about the sound, Lewis Powell stood on the 

other side of the door, beating in her brother’s brains. As soon as Robin-

son opened the door, Fanny saw a horrible sight—her brother’s face, 

wild-eyed, covered with blood. Powell moved lightning fast. He shoved 

Fred aside and struck Robinson in the forehead hard with the knife, 
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stunning him with the blow. The assassin pushed past the reeling ser-

geant and the waiflike girl blocking his path and sprinted to the bed 

with his arms outstretched, clutching the knife in his right hand and the 

pistol in his left, brushing Fanny with it as he passed. 

In near darkness, Fanny raced Powell to the bed, trying to throw her 

slender body between the huge assassin and her helpless father. Unable 

to get ahead of him, she could do no better than run beside him. The 

assassin reached the bed and pounced upon Seward. Fanny shouted, 

“Don’t kill him!” Seward awoke, tried feebly to raise himself, turned to 

the left, and saw Fanny. Then he looked up. He glimpsed Powell’s un-

forgettable rugged face, lantern jaw, and searing eyes. The assassin’s left 

hand pushed down hard on the secretary’s chest, pinning him to the 

bed. Powell’s right hand clutching the knife rose high until he exerted 

every ounce of strength he possessed to swing down a tremendous blow. 

The knife flashed past Seward’s face, cutting into the sheets and plung-

ing into the mattress. Powell had missed. Inflamed, Powell thrust the 

knife above his head again and delivered another powerful blow. He 

missed again. In the dim light, and with Seward positioned by his doc-

tors on the far side of the bed so that his broken arm could hang free 

over the side, Powell’s aim was off. His style of attack was wrong. The 

theatrical arcing swing of the knife that Booth employed against Major 

Rathbone had no place in an almost pitch-black room. The darkness 

made it too hard to aim the pivoting strike. Moreover, Powell, unlike 

Booth—renowned for his expertise with swords and daggers—was not 

a knife fighter. As a Confederate soldier, his primary tools were fi re-

arms—the musket and the pistol—not edged weapons. Powell needed 

to get in close and slice across Seward’s throat, or stab through an eye 

socket into the brain, or sink the blade into the soft stomach tissue. 

Determined not to miss again, Powell adjusted himself and deliv-

ered a third mighty blow aimed at Seward’s throat. The agonized groan 

that rose from the bed told Powell he had finally baptized his knife. The 

blade slashed open Seward’s cheek so viciously that the skin hung from 

a flap, exposing his teeth and fractured jawbone. His cheek resembled a 
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fish gill. Seward choked on the warm, metallic tasting syrup that spurted 

from his mouth and poured down his throat. The bedsheets, stained 

with blood and scarred by the blade, and preserved to this day as holy 

relics at Seward’s home in Auburn, New York, survive as mute testimony 

to the power of Powell’s striking arm. 

Across the room Sergeant Robinson regained his senses and made a 

split-second decision: he would fight to the death before he allowed the 

assassin to murder the secretary of state and Miss Fanny. He rushed 

Powell. In an instant the two battle-hardened Civil War veterans grap-

pled in a death struggle. Powell’s strength surprised Robinson—he 

could barely hold on to him as Powell went for the bed again. Fanny, 

temporarily dazed, thought for a moment that it was all a “fearful 

dream.” Then she knew. She screamed, not once, but in a ceaseless, howl-

ing, and terrifying wail that woke her brother Augustus, or “Gus,” who 

was asleep in a room nearby. Fanny then opened a window and screamed 

to the street below. That was enough for David Herold. He kicked his 

horse and fled, abandoning Powell to fate. Undeterred by Fanny’s 

screaming, Powell kept fighting. His adventures at Gettysburg and with 

Mosby’s Rangers made him cool under fire. His resolve stiffened. He 

would not permit one man and a screaming girl to scare him off. 

Gus Seward, dressed in his nightshirt, raced to his father’s room and 

saw the shadows of two men fighting. Confused, he thought his father 

had become delirious and the male nurse was trying to restrain him. As 

soon as Gus seized the shadowy figure he believed was his father, he 

knew it was someone else. Now combating two men, Powell fought 

harder, slashing wildly with the knife. When Robinson got behind him 

and wrapped him in a bear hug, Powell reversed the knife, thrust it 

blindly over his shoulder, and stabbed Robinson twice in the shoulder, 

deeply and to the bone. Robinson ignored the wounds and kept fi ght-

ing. In the dark it was hard to see the knife coming clearly enough to 

parry the blows. Throughout the battle Powell hadn’t said a word. When 

the sergeant and Gus wrestled Powell into the hall and into the bright 

gaslight, Powell and Gus, their faces inches apart, locked eyes. Then 
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Powell spoke for the first time during the attack. In an intense but eerily 

calm voice, the assassin confided to Gus, as though trying to persuade 

him, the strangest thing: “I’m mad. I’m mad!” 

Secretary Seward’s wife, alarmed by Fanny’s screams, emerged from 

her third-floor, back bedroom in time to witness the climax of the hall-

way struggle between Powell and her son Gus. Uncomprehending, she 

assumed that her husband had become delirious and was running 

amok. Fred’s wife, Anna, rushed to the scene, and Fanny ran out of her 

father’s bedroom and shouted, “Is that man gone?” Bewildered, Mrs. 

Seward and Anna replied,“What man?” 

Powell wound his arm around Robinson’s neck in a choke hold, and 

the sergeant braced himself for the knife that was sure to follow at any 

moment. Then, in a curious act of mercy, Powell let him go and, instead 

of stabbing him again, punched him with his fist. Powell fled down the 

stairs. On his way out, he caught up with Emerick Hansell, who was 

running down the staircase, trying to stay ahead of the assassin. The 

State Department messenger, on duty at Seward’s home, was fl eeing 

rather than joining the battle. But Powell gave Hansell a parting gift as 

he ran past him—an inglorious stab in the back. Hansell crumpled to 

the floor. He had been stabbed over the sixth rib, from the spine 

obliquely toward the right side. The cut was an inch wide and between 

two and a half and three inches deep, but the blade had not penetrated 

the lungs. Powell ran into the street, his eyes searching desperately for 

David Herold, but found nothing more than his lone horse. Powell 

tossed his knife to the ground, mounted his horse, and, instead of gal-

loping into the night, calmly and inconspicuously trotted away. William 

Bell, flailing in the street, pursued Powell on foot for a few blocks, yell-

ing all the way. Unable to keep pace with the horse, he gave up and re-

turned to the Clubhouse. 

Fanny ran back to her father’s room only to find the bed empty. 

“Where’s father?” she cried in panic. She spotted what she thought was 

no more than a pile of discarded bedclothes on the floor—but it was 

the secretary of state, bloody and disheveled. To save his life he had 
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rolled out of bed during the attack and crashed to the floor, hoping to 

escape Powell’s reach in the dark room. That agonizing tumble aggra-

vated his broken bones and sent spasms of pain through his body. Fanny 

slipped on a big puddle of blood and tumbled to the floor beside her 

father. He looked “ghastly . . . white, and very thin.” And that made her 

scream: “O my God, father’s dead.” Sergeant Robinson, ignoring his 

own wounds, flew to her side, lifted the broken Seward from the fl oor, 

and laid him tenderly in his bed. Seward opened his eyes, looked up at 

his terrified daughter, and, in unimaginable pain and fighting off the 

effects of shock, concentrated his mind, spit the blood out of his mouth, 

and whispered: “I am not dead; send for a doctor, send for the police, 

close the house.” 



Chapter Three 
“His Sacred Blood” 

Back at Ford’s Theatre the manhunt for Booth almost 

ended before it began when one man, an army major and lawyer 

named Joseph B. Stewart, rose from his front-row seat to pursue the as-

sassin. Stewart, long limbed at six foot five, and rumored to be the tall-

est man in Washington, decided to leap from the first row across the 

orchestra pit to the stage. But the wide opening served as Booth’s moat, 

sealing off any pursuit by the audience. Stewart slipped before he could 

make his leap. It was too far. He regained his balance and then, in an ac-

robatic display, danced across the pit by tiptoeing along the chair tops. 

In a few moments he reached the stage and followed Booth into the 

wings. Within days, newspaper woodcuts immortalized Stewart as the 

solitary audience member who thought of chasing after Booth. 

Booth continued rushing through the wings and down the passage-

way leading to the back door that opened to Baptist Alley. A few more 

seconds, and he would be in the saddle. But he knew he wouldn’t be safe 

even then. Alert audience members from the rear of the theatre, guess-

ing that the assassin would head for the alley, might sprint out onto 

Tenth Street to cut off his escape. At this moment, as Booth reached for 

the back door, interceptors might be running right on Tenth, then right 

again on F, to cut him off at the mouth of F and Baptist Alley. Even 
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worse, someone might have already mounted a horse to chase him 

down. 

Booth may have been focused on the alley, but the more immediate 

danger lay behind him, closing fast. Stewart, following him into the 

wings and down the passageway, was shortening the distance between 

them with every stride. 

Booth prayed that Ned Spangler or John Peanut stood on the other 

side of that door, still holding his horse. If either one had tired of hold-

ing the animal and taken it back to the actor’s stable a few yards down 

the alley, or had tied her off behind the theatre, only to have her break 

free, Booth was doomed. He burst through the alley door, sucked his 

lungs full of fresh, spring night air, and slammed it shut behind him. 

Mrs. Anderson saw him run out “with something in his hand glitter-

ing.” Where was the bay mare? She wasn’t where he left her. Was Booth 

trapped, about to suffer the same fate as Shakespeare’s Richard III— 

abandoned on enemy ground without his steed? But when Booth 

turned his head to the right he saw salvation: his horse, standing quietly 

in the alley, just a few steps away. In a split second Booth’s eyes raced the 

length of the leather reins, following them into the hands of a man re-

clining on the wood carpenter’s bench near Ford’s back wall. It was John 

Peanut! “Give me my horse, boy!” Booth commanded as he lunged for 

the animal. There was no wood stepping box nearby to elevate him to 

the stirrups. With brute strength, he yanked himself onto the black-

legged bay mare with a white star on her forehead and grabbed the reins. 

John Peanut rose to surrender them. As thanks, Booth, still clutching 

his dagger stained with Major Rathbone’s blood, popped Peanut in the 

head with the pommel, then kicked the youth away hard with his boot 

heel. Better that than a cut to the throat of the harmless Peanut. Booth 

balanced himself in the saddle, and at that moment Stewart swung open 

the theatre door and saw Booth about to gallop away. 

From the ground Stewart looked up and saw the assassin, illumi-

nated by the rising moon. Stewart reached for the reins, but Booth, an 

experienced rider, spurred and pulled the horse in a tight, quick circle 



6 4  �  M A N H U N T  

away from Stewart. The horse really could move like a cat. Stewart tried 

for the reins again, but once more Booth outmaneuvered him from the 

saddle. Stomping hooves pounded the ground until Booth fi nally broke 

free, settled low, and kicked the bay horse hard. She exploded into a gal-

lop that Booth steered down the alley, then guided left toward F Street, 

vanishing from sight. 

Mary Anderson, standing no more than twenty-five feet away, wit-

nessed the assassin’s escape: “He had come out of the theatre-door so 

quick, that it seemed like as if he had but touched the horse, and it was 

gone in a flash of lightning.” Mary Ann Turner, her next-door neighbor, 

heard the commotion but wasn’t quick enough to witness Booth’s es-

cape: “I only heard the horse going very rapidly out of the alley; and I 

ran immediately to my door and opened it, but he was gone.” 

With F Street coming up fast, Booth looked ahead to the alley’s 

mouth. Had his pursuers reached it before him? No one blocked his 

way. He emerged onto F Street and reined his mount hard to the right. 

No one was chasing him. Booth galloped east down F Street. He had 

escaped from Ford’s Theatre—barely. But now he faced an even more 

difficult challenge. Could he escape from Washington, war capital of 

the Union, its streets filled with thousands of soldiers and loyal citizens, 

all there to celebrate the end of the Civil War? 

By now, back in the alley, a number of people had poured out the 

door in pursuit of the assassin. “Which way did he go?” they asked Mrs. 

Anderson. “Which way did he go?” She asked a man what was the mat-

ter. “The president was shot,” he answered. “Why, who shot him?” “The 

man who went out on that horse: did you see him?” 

A block down F and to his right, Booth rode past the Herndon 

House, where just two hours ago he had met with his gang and dreamed 

of this moment. As Booth continued another block east on F he ap-

proached two of Washington’s grandest landmarks. To his left he saw 

the Patent Office, his dark figure silhouetted by the white glow of the 

huge marble building that was the scene of Walt Whitman’s ministra-

tions to wounded soldiers and, just six weeks ago, Lincoln’s inaugural 
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ball. To Booth’s right, he saw the massive marble pile of the Post Offi ce, 

where just ten hours ago Henry Clay Ford picked up the letter that he 

handed to the actor on the front step of the theatre. Gaslight bounced 

off the slick, polished walls of both buildings and bathed Booth in a 

searching glow. Past the buildings in seconds, Booth galloped right and 

cut across Judiciary Square to Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Few people saw him as he fled through downtown Washington. 

That was understandable, however, because Booth rode away from the 

celebrating crowds that clogged the upper avenue. He rode east, then 

southeast, in the opposite direction from the throng, aiming for Capitol 

Hill. And what interest was one man on a horse to thousands of jubilant 

men? Booth crossed the Capitol grounds, riding beneath the shadow of 

the great dome, completed in time for Lincoln’s second inauguration. 

Booth then cut over to the southeast part of Pennsylvania Avenue. He 

galloped on to Eleventh Street and turned right, swinging south in the 

direction of the Navy Yard Bridge that led out of Washington and into 

Maryland. One thought possessed him. Could he reach that bridge and 

cross the Potomac’s eastern branch (now the Anacostia) before pursu-

ers, or news of the assassination, caught up with him? Luck was with 

him that night. His hard riding kept him ahead of the news. As he neared 

the river he reined his horse and slowed to a trot. He saw guards ahead. 

Be natural, he instinctively thought. Don’t arouse suspicion. 

Sergeant Silas T. Cobb was standing watch at the 

Washington side of the bridgehead. He’d been there since sunset and 

was on duty until 1:00 a.m. Looking off into the distance, he saw an ap-

proaching rider. Cobb knew his orders: allow no one to cross the bridge 

after dark. Cobb and the handful of men under his command prepared 

to challenge the rider. Booth, with the flair only a master thespian could 

muster under such duress, prepared for an impromptu performance— 

talking his way across the bridge. The time was between 10:35 and 

10:45 p.m. 
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“Who goes there?” Cobb challenged. 

“A friend,” the actor replied. Perhaps Cobb would recognize the 

stage star and wave him across with a smile, his horse not even breaking 

stride. No such luck. 

“Where are you from?” 

“From the city,” Booth said vaguely. 

Cobb asked his destination. 

“I am going down home, down in Charles County.” 

The sergeant noticed that the horse’s coat was wet and had been rid-

den hard. He studied Booth’s features: “Clear white skin . . . his hands 

were very white and he had no gloves on . . . [he] seemed to be gentle-

manly in his address and style and appearance.” Cobb also noted that 

while Booth carried himself nonchalantly, he seemed to possess reserves 

of muscular power. Cobb continued to press the matter, asking Booth if 

he knew that the bridge leaving Washington closed at 9:00 p.m. 

The actor claimed he didn’t and said he’d chosen a late start on pur-

pose because “it is a dark road ahead and I thought if I waited a spell I 

would have the moon.” 

Cobb pondered for a moment. Booth was at his wit’s end. Every sec-

ond was precious, and this fool was wasting time with his stupid ques-

tions. Then Cobb agreed reluctantly to allow Booth to pass. 

Booth adopted a reassuring, theatrical voice to calm the dutiful ser-

geant: “Hell, I guess there’ll be no trouble about that.” 

Booth gave his horse a gentle tap with the spurs. Then Cobb noticed 

something unusual. Unlike its cool and collected rider, the horse was 

restive and nervous, so much that Booth had to rein her in so that she 

would walk, and not gallop, across the bridge. Cobb wondered why. 

Booth had handled Cobb perfectly. Except for two things. When the 

sergeant asked his name he responded, inexplicably, “Booth.” And when 

Cobb asked where he was going, Booth answered, “Beantown.” 

This was a lucky moment for the assassin. If Cobb denied him pas-

sage, he had no alternate route of escape. He could not turn back to the 

city. He had to cross the river now, at this spot, into Maryland. Open, 
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isolated country beckoned him from the other side of the bridge. He 

would find friends there. He had to cross. Armed with only a knife, 

Booth could never have fought his way across. Had he tried, the ser-

geant and his sentinels would have shot him out of his saddle, and the 

manhunt would have ended that night, less than an hour after John 

Wilkes Booth assassinated Abraham Lincoln. 

Once over the bridge, Booth turned to see if his cat’s-paws—David 

Herold, Lewis Powell, or George Atzerodt—followed in the distance. 

This was their route, too. Booth saw no one, neither conspirators nor 

pursuers, behind him, but as he gazed across the river he saw a beautiful 

scene. The moon, two days past full, rose high over Washington, and 

under its cool, lunar light the great dome glowed like a twin moon de-

scended upon the earth. 

Like Lot’s wife, who paused, turned, and dared look upon the de-

struction of Sodom and Gomorrah, Booth could see the sleeping city 

from which he fled, and he knew it would awaken soon and hear of the 

destruction he had wrought. He had done it. And he had escaped. 

Booth and Lewis Powell had left behind so much 

blood. Sergeant Robinson and Fanny Seward worked feverishly to save 

the secretary of state’s life. Seward had more wounds than the sergeant 

had hands, and Robinson had to teach Fanny how to stanch the fl ow of 

blood with cloths and water. “I did not know what should be done,” she 

said. “Robinson told me everything.” Sprawled across sheets sheared by 

Powell’s knife, she knelt beside her father and, with all of her strength, 

pressed the ersatz bandages tightly against the cuts. Robinson played 

doctor and examined Seward’s body for additional wounds. Punctures 

to the lungs, stomach, or heart? No. Any nicked or severed arteries? No. 

If they could stop the bleeding and Seward could just hold on until Dr. 

Verdi, Dr. Norris, or Surgeon General Barnes arrived, he might live. 

Within minutes messengers returned with the doctors, who relieved 

Fanny and Robinson. Their examination confirmed it. Despite their 
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Secretary of State William H. Seward and daughter Fanny. 

hideous appearance, the wounds were not fatal. Seward—who to Dr. 

Verdi looked like “an exsanguinated corpse”—would live. Verdi turned 

to the family and spoke: “I congratulate you all that the wounds are not 

mortal.” Robinson finally allowed himself to be treated by the doctors. 

He, too, would live, along with Gus Seward and Hansell. But Powell had 

inflicted a grievous and potentially fatal wound upon Frederick Seward. 

The Whitney revolver fractured his skull and exposed his brain. Fred 

wandered about the house like a zombie, babbling the same phrase, “It 

is . . . it is,” over and over unable to complete the thought, while touching 
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the back of his head with his finger. Fred smiled at Dr. Verdi and seemed 

to recognize him. 

Verdi, interpreting Fred’s hand gesture, asked: “You want to know 

whether your skull is broken or not?” 

“Yes,” Fred replied. 

Within half an hour Fred passed out for fifteen or twenty minutes, 

then woke up. Verdi and others helped him to bed, where he passed out 

again. When he awakened three days later, he had been unconscious for 

sixty hours. But he would live. 

As the evening wore on, Fanny became increasingly fearful that 

Powell might return, or other assassins might be lurking in the house. 

Her mother ordered her not to wander off alone in the big mansion, but 

Fanny disobeyed and, prowling from room to room, searched alone— 

until others joined her—for concealed assassins. Finding none, she re-

turned to her father’s bed and sat beside him. Weakly, Seward lifted his 

left arm and opened a soothing hand to Fanny to calm and reassure her. 

His good, brave girl had done well this night. 

The house became quiet again. Everywhere she looked Fanny saw 

signs of the horror that she and her family had just survived. “All the 

white woodwork of the entry was covered with great dashes of blood,” 

she wrote in her diary, “the drugget on the stairs was sprinkled with 

it, all the way down to the floor below . . . on the inner side of the door 

of father’s room there was, in blood, the distinct impression of a 

hand . . . blood, blood, my thoughts seem drenched in it—I seemed to 

breathe its sickening odor . . . the bed had been covered with blood—the 

blankets and sheets chopped with several blows of the knife.” Then she 

looked at herself: her hands, her arms, her long pretty dress, all drenched 

in blood. She could not stop screaming. 

Sergeant Robinson, too, could not forget the blood, and later he 

sought a bizarre, gruesome relic of the battle that night. Might he, the 

fearless nurse queried the secretary of war, have the knife that Powell 

used to stab him and Secretary Seward? Stanton granted the unusual 

request: 
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War Department/Bureau of Military Justice, Washington, 

D.C., July 10th, 1866. Sir. Your application for the knife used 

by Payne [one of Powell’s pseudonyms], in his attempt to 

assassinate the Honorable William H. Seward, Secretary of 

State of the United States, at Washington D.C. on the night of 

the 14th of April 1865, having been referred to the Secretary 

of War, has been by him approved, and I am directed by him 

to comply with your request. Your conduct on the occasion 

mentioned is now a matter of history, and none will hereafter 

doubt but that by your self possession and courage in grappling 

with the assassin, you contributed largely to saving the life of 

the Secretary of State, at the extreme hazard of your own— 

a most meritorious public service, nobly rendered, and of 

which the weapon now committed to your keeping will be an 

enduring memento. Very respectfully, Your obedient Servt. J. 

Holt. Judge Advocate General. 

Congress went one step further and proffered a generous and more 

conventional award: a gold medal was struck in Robinson’s honor, and 

he was given $5,000 in cash. The obverse of the medal included a bust 

portrait of Robinson’s profile in high relief, and the legend: “For his He-

roic Conduct on the 14 Day of April 1865. In Saving the Life of Wm. H. 

Seward.” On the reverse, the engraver froze Robinson and Powell in 

perpetual combat, the assassin raising the knife high in the air while the 

sergeant held the striking arm at bay. Behind them, Seward lay helpless 

in bed, and Powell’s revolver lay broken on the fl oor. 

The president’s box at Ford’s Theatre was also drenched 

in blood. 

After Booth’s leap to the stage, the women attended to their men. 

Mary Lincoln turned to her left and stared at the president. He was mo-

tionless in the rocker, his head hung low, eyes shut, his chin resting on 
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his chest. He did not return her imploring gaze. She spoke to him, but 

he did not answer. She touched him; he did not stir. “Father . . . father!” 

she shouted into his right ear from just a few inches away. Lincoln did 

not react. Now frantic, Mary moved closer and tried to push his body 

into a more upright position. The muscles in his neck, shoulders, chest, 

and arms, all limp, offered no resistance. Lincoln had no visible wounds. 

There was no blood on his face or neck. His white linen shirt was un-

stained. Her touch left no wet, red spots upon her hands. But her loving 

hands had overlooked the back of his head. Mary Lincoln, terrifi ed, un-

comprehending, and by now nearly hysterical, clutched her husband’s 

body and supported it in a sitting position in the chair. 

Clara Harris lifted her eyes from the stage below and looked back 

into the box. She beheld Rathbone, wild-eyed, staggering, and clutching 

his upper left arm with his right hand. He could not suppress the copi-

ous flow of blood that flooded over his hand, and dripped on the luxu-

rious Turkish carpet. Booth had struck him hard, and the knife had 

penetrated deep. Clara, who had seen the whole thing, never forgot the 

forceful swing of Booth’s “practiced and powerful arm.” Superfi cially, 

Rathbone’s wound appeared small—just a narrow puncture of the skin 

near the elbow, no more than about one and a half inches wide, mim-

icking the dimensions of the blade. But the knife had sliced deep inside 

the major’s raised, parrying arm, parallel to the bone, and nearly to the 

shoulder, cutting an artery, nerves, and veins. Most of the damage was 

beneath the skin. Clara rushed to attend to her fi ancé’s wound. 

Down in the audience, more than fifteen hundred people went wild. 

Some playgoers climbed to the stage, looked up to the box, and shouted 

desperate queries to its occupants. “What has happened?” “Is the presi-

dent alive?” Throughout the theatre hundreds of people turned to 

friends, spouses, and total strangers, all repeating the same questions: 

“Has the president been shot?”“Who was that man onstage?”“Was that 

a knife?” “What did he say?” Some women fainted. Innumerable, half-

crazed voices cried out from all corners of the theatre in a frightening 

chorus of vengeance: “Kill the murderer!”; “Hang him!”; “Shoot him!”; 
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“Cut his heart out!”; “Catch him!”; “Don’t let him escape!” None of 

them realized that the assassin was already out the back door, safe from 

the reach of their vigilante howls. Like a violent spring storm, the cli-

mate inside Ford’s became dark, ugly, and menacing. Under the dim 

glow of the hissing gaslights, people pushed one another to get to the 

stage. Others, in a panic to flee, shoved men, women, and children out 

of the aisles. The voices grew louder until nearly all fifteen hundred of 

them came together to create an angry roar. This was a mob. 

Other voices, these pleading for assistance, not roaring for ven-

geance, arose from the mob. “Water!” “Has anyone any stimulants?” 

“Stand back!” “Give him air!”“Is there a doctor in the house?” 

In the dress circle, sitting just a few yards from the door to the presi-

dent’s box, Charles Leale jumped up from his seat. Disregarding the 

aisles and customary route to the box, he raced there in a direct line, 

and, like a hurdler gone haywire, staggered and half vaulted over the 

cane-bottomed chairs obstructing his path as he shouldered his way 

past dazed playgoers. He joined a number of other men who were try-

ing to get inside the box. But the door was locked. 

Inside, Major Rathbone walked toward the sound of the beating 

fists. The men were pounding on the door like it was a drumhead, but 

their fi sts and shoulders could not break it open. They shouted to the 

occupants, if any of them were still alive, to unlock the door. Rathbone 

staggered forward, already feeling the effects of blood loss and shock. 

He cupped the hand of his good arm under the wooden music stand 

that Booth used to bar the door, and tried to pull it up. It wouldn’t 

budge. He tried harder, then realized that the harder the men on the 

other side pushed, the more effective Booth’s device became. It was too 

thick to snap, so every push created a tighter seal between the door 

panel and the head of the bar. “For God’s sake open the door,” the voices 

pleaded. Rathbone shouted through the door to stop pushing—the 

door was barred. The men obeyed Rathbone’s order and stepped back. 

Weakening rapidly, Rathbone pulled up with his remaining strength. 

The music stand popped free and nearly a dozen men rushed inside. 
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Dr. Leale, not in uniform, announced his rank and profession and 

stepped ahead of them. Immediately he saw all four occupants. Like an 

officer under enemy fire, he needed to regain his composure. “Halt!” he 

commanded himself silently. Do not panic. “Be calm,” he chided him-

self. Do your duty. Major Rathbone, standing between Leale and Lin-

coln, beseeched the doctor to treat him first, and as proof of his injury, 

he ostentatiously used his right hand to hold up his wounded left arm. 

Leale lifted Rathbone’s chin, peered into his eyes, and, when “an almost 

instantaneous glance revealed the fact that he was in no immediate 

danger,” ignored the emotional major and rushed to the president’s 

side. 

Leale approached Mary Lincoln and introduced himself as a United 

States Army surgeon. Wordlessly, she thrust out her hand, and he 

grasped it tightly. Then she unleashed a torrent of pitiful pleas: “Oh, 

Doctor, is he dead? Can he recover? Will you take charge of him? Do 

what you can for him. Oh, my dear husband.” The doctor assured the 

first lady that he would do everything possible for her husband. As Mary 

wept bitterly, Leale released her hand and began his examination. 

Lincoln looked dead. His eyes were closed, he was unconscious, and 

his head had fallen forward. Leale concluded, from Lincoln’s “crouched-

down sitting posture,” that if Mary had not held his body upright in the 

rocking chair, the president would have already tumbled to the fl oor. 

Leale took Lincoln’s right radial pulse, but felt no movement of the ar-

tery. Just to be sure, Leale and others lifted Lincoln from the rocker and 

laid him in a recumbent position on the floor. While Leale held the 

president’s head and shoulders, one of his hands felt a wet spot, invisible 

to the eye, on the left shoulder of Lincoln’s black frock coat. It was a clot 

of blood. Leale, remembering Booth’s flashing dagger onstage and not-

ing Rathbone’s severely bleeding wound, assumed that Lincoln had 

been stabbed. Leale called for a knife. He brought no surgeon’s tools to a 

social night at the theatre. If Lincoln had been stabbed, how could he 

suture the wounds without needles and thread? By now several men 
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had joined Rathbone in the box, and hands began fishing wildly in 

pants pockets until William Kent, a government employee, produced a 

pocketknife. Leale removed Lincoln’s custom-made, black wool frock 

coat, trimmed at the collar, lapels, and cuffs with grosgrain piping. The 

box was too dimly lit to read the tailor’s label sewn inside the collar— 

Brooks Brothers, New York—or to admire the black silk lining em-

bossed with a large American eagle, a shield of stars and stripes, and the 

motto “One Country, One Destiny.” Leale cut open Lincoln’s collar, 

shirt, and coat to examine him for knife wounds. There were none. 

Then Leale lifted each of the president’s eyelids, studied the pupils, and 

reeled in dismay: it was a brain injury. Leale separated his fi ngers, 

weaved both of his hands gently through Lincoln’s hair, and as he 

worked them thoroughly around the head, he discovered that the hair 

was matted with blood. Leale’s fingers probed rapidly for its source and 

found it within seconds, behind the left ear. A neat, round hole, about 

the diameter of a man’s fingertip, clotted with a plug of wine-red, coag-

ulated blood. Leale’s heart sank. 

In the theatre below, the audience would soon be past control. In a 

valiant attempt to calm them, the actress Laura Keene marched to the 

front of the stage, close to the footlights, and begged the crowd to re-

main calm. “For God’s sake, have presence of mind and keep your 

places, and all will be well.” The president was not dead, she assured 

them, without knowing whether that was really true. Then the mayor of 

the District of Columbia took to the stage to try to keep the crowd un-

der control. An angry voice shouted, “Burn the theatre!” and others 

echoed him. Yes, burn it down. Others remembered that on Capitol 

Hill, not more than a fifteen-minute march from Ford’s, the Old Capi-

tol prison was filled with disloyal rebel prisoners. The assassin may have 

escaped, but they could take their revenge there. And walking in the 

very streets of Washington this night were ex-Confederate soldiers and 

officers, some of them still wearing their rebel uniforms. This would be 

a dangerous night for anyone who came into the proximity of the mob. 
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In a few hours, when the telegraph spread the horrible news to the other 

great cities of the North, dangerous mobs would take to the streets 

across the country. 

Dr. Charles Sabin Taft, an army doctor seated on the main fl oor near 

the orchestra pit, heard voices shout for “a doctor!” He rose and headed 

for the stage. His wife begged him to stay: “You sha’n’t go! They’ll kill 

you too—I know they will!” He got onstage in moments and stood 

helplessly below the president’s box. The distance from the stage to the 

balustrade overhead was too far—eleven feet six inches—to jump. It 

was one thing to leap down from the box—not an easy move even for 

an athlete like John Wilkes Booth—but it was impossible to jump up to 

it. There had to be another way up there. Perhaps other men could lift 

him and launch him into the box. Taft corralled a few of the men stand-

ing onstage to form a human catapult. Men bent low and shaped their 

interlocked fingers into improvised stirrups. Taft dug his boot heels into 

their cupped palms and fastened his hands to their shoulders for bal-

ance. Then, with one rapid, fluid motion the men’s twitching leg, arm, 

and shoulder muscles exploded in a burst of strength and propelled Taft 

skyward. On the way up, he shot his arms above his head as high as they 

could reach, ready to grab anything he could get his hands on. The cata-

pult launched him just high enough. His fingertips grasped wildly for 

the balustrade, for the framed engraving of George Washington hang-

ing from a thin wire, for the flags, for the bunting—anything that would 

save him from a plummet to the polished, hardwood stage. His blue 

army officer’s cape unraveled from his neck and floated back to the 

stage. Taft swung momentarily from a piece of bunting until others who 

followed Dr. Leale into the box reached over the side and pulled him up 

and into the box. But by now Dr. Leale was already attending the presi-

dent. Under customary medical tradition, Lincoln was Leale’s patient. 

Although Leale feared that Lincoln might already be dead, he made 

a split-second decision to revive him. To relieve pressure on the brain, 

he used his fingers to pull the clot from the bullet hole. Then he dropped 

to his knees, straddled Lincoln, opened the president’s mouth, stuck 
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two fingers down his throat, pressed hard on the base of his paralyzed 

tongue, and opened the larynx. Air could now reach Lincoln’s lungs, 

and to draw life-sustaining oxygen into them, Leale pressed the dia-

phragm upward and ordered two men to manipulate Lincoln’s arms 

like levers on a water pump. Then Leale stimulated the apex of the heart 

by pressing hard under the ribs. To everyone in the box, including Dr. 

Leale, the situation seemed hopeless. Then the president’s reluctant 

heart began to beat and his lungs sucked in a breath. The heartbeat was 

feeble, the breathing irregular, but Abraham Lincoln was still alive. 

Barely. However, unless Leale could stabilize him immediately, Lincoln 

would expire within a few minutes. The doctor raced against the clock. 

Death hovered near, impatient to claim the president and escort him on 

the voyage to that dark and distant shore that had beckoned Lincoln so 

often in his dreams. 

Leale leaned forward until his chest met Lincoln’s and their faces 

nearly touched. Leale sucked in as much air as his lungs could hold, un-

til he felt like they would burst, and then he breathed air directly into 

Lincoln’s mouth and nostrils. Lincoln’s lungs expanded and his respira-

tion improved. After forcing several more lungfuls of air into the presi-

dent, Leale paused, studied his patient’s face for a moment, placed his 

ear over Lincoln’s thorax, and, amid the cacophony of shrieks, moans, 

cries, and threats that filled the theatre, along with Mary’s deep sobs a 

few feet way, he listened keenly. Then he heard it, almost inaudible at 

first, then louder: Lincoln’s heart, stronger, sustaining a regular beat. 

Leale leaned back and monitored Lincoln’s mouth and rising chest. The 

president’s lungs started filling on their own. Leale’s quick thinking 

saved the president from immediate death. 

Time seemed to stop again, just as it did the moment after Booth 

fired his pistol. Mary Lincoln sank into the sofa and was comforted by 

Clara Harris, whose face, hair, hands, and dress were smeared with her 

fiancé’s blood. Major Rathbone continued to apply pressure to his 

wound and tried to remain conscious. Sensing that Dr. Leale’s work was 

done, the occupants of the box hushed to a breathless silence. Still on 
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his knees, with all eyes fixed upon him, Dr. Leale intoned his diagnosis 

and prognosis simultaneously: “His wound is mortal; it is impossible 

for him to recover.” 

At the Kirkwood House, George Atzerodt had yet to 

inflict a mortal wound upon Vice President Johnson. Around 10:00 

p.m., as Booth closed in on Lincoln and Powell on Seward, Atzerodt 

showed up at T. Naylor’s livery stable and talked to the foreman, John 

Fletcher. He wanted to pick up the horse that he and David Herold had 

dropped off there that afternoon. But first Atzerodt invited Fletcher to 

join him for a drink at the nearby Union Hotel, at 131⁄  and E streets. 2

Fletcher ordered a glass of beer and Atzerodt had a whiskey. After they 

left the hotel, Atzerodt said a strange thing: “If this thing happens to-

night, you will get a present.” Fletcher didn’t know what he was talking 

about and assumed that the German was drunk: “He seemed to be 

about half-tight, and was very excited-looking. I did not pay much at-

tention to him.” When they got back to the stable and Atzerodt mounted 

the horse, Fletcher cautioned him that the mare seemed as nervous as 

he did. 

“I would not like to ride that mare through the city in the night, for 

she looks so skittish.” 

“Well,” Atzerodt replied,“she’s good upon a retreat.” 

Fletcher remembered that Atzerodt’s friend, David Herold, was 

overdue in returning the horse he had rented that day. “Your acquain-

tance is staying out very late with our horse.” 

“Oh, he’ll be back after a while,” Atzerodt assured him. 

Fletcher watched Atzerodt go down E Street, pass 131⁄  Street, and 2

enter the Kirkwood House. Like Powell, Atzerodt was armed with a 

knife and a pistol—a six-shot revolver. Indeed, he was better armed 

than Powell, for he had in his room upstairs a second revolver and knife. 

His room, number 126, was one floor above Johnson’s. The vice presi-

dent—alone and unguarded—had retired for the night. All Atzerodt 
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had to do was knock on his door and, the moment Johnson opened it, 

plunge the knife into his chest or shoot him dead. Compared with the 

tasks that faced Booth and Powell, Atzerodt had the easiest job of all. 

Atzerodt hunkered down over the Kirkwood bar, hoping to drink 

enough courage to carry him up the stairs to Andrew Johnson’s room. 

John Fletcher had kept an eye on the Kirkwood ever since Atzerodt went 

inside. Perhaps something about the garrulous German’s behavior had 

aroused his curiosity, or his suspicion. Fletcher watched Atzerodt walk 

out of the Kirkwood a few minutes after he went in, mount his horse, 

and ride toward D and Tenth streets, near Ford’s Theatre. He did not 

appear to be in a hurry. 

John Fletcher could not stop fretting about his overdue horse. Her-

old knew that he wasn’t supposed to keep “Charlie” past 8:00 p.m.—9:00 

at the latest.“At about 10 o’clock [I was] having a suspicion that Herold 

was going to take the horse away.” Fletcher feared the worst—the horse 

had been stolen. He wasn’t going to wait any longer. He decided to 

search the streets of downtown Washington for the Naylor stables’ 

property. 

Andrew Johnson had escaped the reaper’s knock on his door. Atze-

rodt couldn’t do it. The more he drank, the worse the plan sounded. He 

did not call on Andrew Johnson. He left the bar and walked out. Aban-

doning his mission, Atzerodt got on the mare and rode away. He wasn’t 

sure what to do now. He didn’t know it yet, but he was about to under-

take a comical escape journey. 

In the saddle, a few blocks from Ford’s, David Herold relished his 

escape from the Seward house disaster. He had gotten away just in time, 

before the fleeing Powell could rejoin him on the street or call out his 

name. No one in the house realized that Powell had an accomplice wait-

ing in the wings. Fanny Seward possessed the right instincts in suspect-

ing that Powell was not alone, but she feared a companion assassin 

lurking in the house, not on the street outside. For the moment, Davey 

was safe. No one pursued him when he fled the scene, and no one at the 

Seward house saw or could implicate him. At the moment he was just 
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another man on a horse on a happy night in Washington. He regretted 

abandoning Powell, but when the titan botched his assignment, Herold 

decided to save himself. 

For half an hour, between about 10:15 and 10:45 p.m., David Herold 

was a man with options. He could go home to his widowed mother’s 

house on Eighth Street, pretend that nothing had happened, and hope 

for the best, a risky strategy if the manhunters captured Booth, Powell, 

Atzerodt, Arnold, O’Laughlen, or the Surratts. Any one of them could 

implicate him. Even if they did not, too many people in Washington 

had seen him in Booth’s company too many times. Someone would re-

member that. It was only a matter of time before the police or soldiers 

came to question him. No, going home was a bad idea. Alternatively, he 

could run away and lose himself in the isolation of a small town or the 

anonymity of a big city like New York, Boston, or Philadelphia. Or he 

could outfit himself and take to the backwoods of Maryland for months, 

living by his wits and his hunting and fishing skills. Or he could cleave 

unto Booth, his master, who would soon approach the Navy Yard Bridge 

and then close in on their prearranged rendezvous point on the other 

side of the river. 

Between 10:20 and 10:30 p.m., Herold rode down Pennsylvania Av-

enue, leaving the Seward mansion behind, and now heading away from 

the Treasury building and approaching Fourteenth Street. At the same 

time, Fletcher was walking up Fourteenth toward Pennsylvania. Herold 

and Fletcher reached the intersection, near Willard’s hotel, simultane-

ously. Instinctively, Charlie pulled against the reins, trying to get off 

Pennsylvania and turn onto Fourteenth. Fletcher recognized the ac-

tion—the horse was heading home. The roan, Fletcher knew, “was a 

horse very well acquainted with the stable,” and he “seemed as if he 

wanted to go to the stable.” Fletcher, eager to make that happen, pre-

pared to dash after Herold and unseat him from the saddle: “I thought, 

if I could get close enough to him . . . I would take the horse away from 

him.” As Fletcher closed the distance Herold spotted him—“I expect he 

knew me by the light of the gas, the lamp from Willard’s corner,” Fletcher 
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concluded. Herold yanked on the reins and spun Charlie around. 

Fletcher yelled at him to stop: “You get off that horse now! You have had 

that horse out long enough.” 

Herold didn’t say a word. Fletcher, on foot, watched helplessly as 

Herold “put spurs to the horse, and went, as fast as the horse could go, 

up Fourteenth Street.” Fletcher lost sight of him when Herold turned 

right on F Street from Fourteenth. It was about 10:25 p.m. The foreman 

hurried back to Naylor’s stable, saddled a mount, and went after Her-

old. Fletcher described his route of pursuit: “[I] went along . . . [Pennsyl-

vania] Avenue until I came to Thirteenth Street; went up Thirteenth to 

E until I came to Ninth, and turned down Ninth Street to Pennsylvania 

Avenue again. I went along the avenue to the south side of the Capitol. I 

there met a gentleman, and asked him if he had passed any one riding 

on horseback. He said yes, and that they were riding very fast.” 

In a few minutes, Herold, mimicking Booth’s route, approached the 

bridgehead at Eleventh Street. Sergeant Cobb and his guards were not 

inclined to let another man pass. 

“I halted him,” Cobb reported, “and when challenged he answered ‘a 

friend.’” The sergeant asked where he was going. 

“Home to White Plains.” 

Cobb vetoed Davey’s crossing: “You can’t pass it is after nine-o’clock, 

it is against the rules.” 

Herold challenged him back: “How long have these rules been out?” 

He hoped that pleading ignorance of the law might gain an exception. 

For a while, Cobb replied, unmoved: “Some time ever since I have 

been here.” 

Davey persisted: “I didn’t know that before.” 

Just as Cobb had questioned Booth, he asked Herold why he had left 

Washington so late: “Why weren’t you out of the city before?” 

Davey fabricated the perfect reply, one that any soldier might for-

give: “I couldn’t very well, I stopped to see a woman on Capitol Hill and 

couldn’t get off before.” 

Herold waited for Cobb’s reply and did not ask him if another rider 
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matching Booth’s description had crossed recently. Sergeant Cobb 

waved Herold across. 

Fifteen minutes later, a third rider approached the bridge. It was 

Fletcher. He wasn’t going to give up. “I followed on until I got to the 

Navy Yard bridge.” One of the soldiers stopped him and called for his 

sergeant. When Cobb emerged from the guardhouse Fletcher asked if a 

horse matching this description had crossed: “A light roan horse; black 

tail, black legs, black mane, and close on fifteen hands high.” The stolen 

animal had special characteristics: “He was a lady’s saddle-horse; and 

any one could ride him, he was so gentle and nice.” Then Fletcher de-

scribed the saddle, bridle, and rider. 

“Yes, he has gone across the bridge,” Cobb replied. 

“Did he stay long here?” “Did he tell you his name?” 

“Yes,” Cobb divulged,“he said his name was Smith.” 

Fletcher wanted to chase Herold into Maryland, and asked Cobb if 

he could continue the pursuit. 

“Yes, you can cross the bridge; but you cannot return back.” Those 

were the rules, Cobb insisted. He had already bent them twice. He would 

not do it again. 

Fletcher wanted to return to Washington tonight. Dejected, the self-

appointed manhunter gave up. “If that is so, I will not go.” He turned 

around and rode back to the city. When he got to Third Street he looked 

at his watch. It was 11:50 p.m. He stopped at another stable, Murphy’s, 

and the foreman told him the news: “You had better keep in, for Presi-

dent Lincoln is shot and Secretary Seward almost dead.” Fletcher re-

turned to Naylor’s, put up his horse, and, at about 1:30 a.m., sat down in 

front of the office window. He didn’t know that his private manhunt 

had almost captured one of the accomplices of Lincoln’s killer. 

Somewhere east of the Capitol building, Lewis Powell was not hav-

ing as easy a time as Booth and Herold in fleeing the city. He had evaded 

William Bell and the others, and no one was chasing him now. But he 

did not know where he was. It got worse. He had lost or abandoned his 

surest and swiftest means of escape, the one-eyed horse that Booth 
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bought for his gang. As midnight approached on the night of April 14, 

Lewis Powell was in trouble: he was a solitary figure standing in the 

moonlight, lost and unarmed, and wearing a coat stained with another 

man’s blood. He did not know where to go or what to do. For the next 

two nights he slept in a tree. Without Booth to command him, he be-

came confused and began thinking about some of the places he knew in 

Washington, places where Booth had taken him before. There was one 

in particular. He might be safe there—if he could just remember the ad-

dress. 

In Surrattsville, Maryland, thirteen miles southeast of Washington, 

John Lloyd, the proprietor of Surratt’s tavern, retired for the night. He 

had been pretty tight in liquor that evening—really since the afternoon, 

if he were to be honest about it—and he was tired. Although Mary Sur-

ratt had told him that afternoon to expect some nighttime callers, they 

had never shown up. It made no difference to him. 

Several miles south of Surrattsville, on an isolated farm near Bryan-

town, Maryland, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd, his wife, and their four young 

children were also in bed. Beantown, where Booth told Sergeant Cobb 

he was headed, was not far away. 

Abraham Lincoln slept, too. More than fifteen min-

utes after he was shot, he still lay prone on the floor of boxes seven and 

eight at Ford’s Theatre. Although Dr. Leale had averted the president’s 

immediate death and stabilized his patient, the novice surgeon wasn’t 

sure what to do next. Lincoln could not be left to die on the fl oor of a 

theatre gone mad. As Leale contemplated his next move, a woman 

rushed through Ford’s to get to the president. She knew that history was 

being made in that box, and she had convinced herself that she must be 

part of it. From her vantage point onstage, she saw that swift passage 

through the main floor was impossible. She would have to push through 

the throng on the main floor, and then go up the stairs against a pan-

icked mob coursing down them. They might sweep her off her feet and 
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crush her. But her expert knowledge of the theatre’s architecture al-

lowed her to bypass almost the entire audience that stood between her 

and Abraham Lincoln. Thomas Gourlay, father of the actress Jennie 

Gourlay, led Keene to the box. Carrying a pitcher of water that would 

serve as her passport to the president’s box—she dare not spill it—she 

slipped through a door near the stage and scurried up a hidden stair-

case that took her straight up to a private office near the box. In less 

than a minute, she traversed the entire length of Ford’s and emerged on 

the second floor on the same side as Lincoln’s box. She fought her way 

to the door, through the vestibule, and into the box. No one thought to 

bar the way to the great actress Laura Keene, star of tonight’s perfor-

mance. 

The scene riveted Keene and excited her theatrical instincts. Mes-

merized by the image of the stricken president, Keene imagined a fan-

tastic tableaux with her as its central figure. It was a once-in-a-lifetime 

opportunity, impossible to resist. Might she, the actress asked Dr. Leale, 

cradle the dying president’s head in her lap? It was a shocking request, 

and of no possible physical comfort or medical benefit to Lincoln. Un-

der normal circumstances, its brazenness would have provoked the vol-

canic Mary Lincoln into paroxysms of jealous anger. Recently Mary had 

embarrassed herself and her husband when she raged viciously in pub-

lic against the lovely wife of General Ord. Mrs. Ord’s crime? Riding too 

close to President Lincoln during a military review, and, in Mary’s opin-

ion, masquerading as the first lady. To all who witnessed it, the ugly in-

cident opened a portal into the workings of Mary Lincoln’s troubled 

and sometimes pathetic mind. But now, delirious with grief and fear, 

Mary Lincoln, sitting on the sofa a few feet away, uttered no objection to 

Keene’s intimate request. She probably did not even hear it. Dr. Leale 

consented. 

Laura Keene knelt beside Lincoln and formed her lap into a natural 

pillow. She lifted his head, exposing the bloodstained linen handker-

chief that Dr. Leale had placed below the wound. Leale removed it, and 

Keene rested Lincoln’s head in her lap. Bloodstains and tiny bits of gray 
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matter oozed onto the cream silk fabric, spreading and adding color to 

the frock’s bright and festive red, yellow, green, and blue fl oral pattern. 

The wound did not bleed profusely, and of the trio of dresses bloodied 

that night, Laura’s dress alone was spared the drenching that saturated 

the garments of Fanny Seward and Clara Harris. 

Fanny’s and Clara’s dresses did not survive. But Laura Keene, like a 

Victorian bride who lovingly preserved her wedding dress as a sacred 

memento of her happiest day, cherished the blood- and brain-speckled 

frock from this terrible night. In the days ahead, people begged to see 

the dress, to caress its silken folds, and to marvel at the stains and the 

scenes of high drama they evoked. Soon it became the object of morbid 

curiosity. Others even asked Keene to model the dress and made sur-

reptitious attempts to cut coveted swatches as bizarre keepsakes. In 

time, Keene banished the haunted artifact from her sight. But she could 

not bear to destroy it and instead exiled it into the care of her family 

so that she would never have to look at it again. The dress vanished 

long ago, but miraculously a few remnants—fi ve treasured swatches— 

survived. Their gay floral pattern remains almost as bright as the day 

the dress was fashioned nearly a century and a half ago by Jamie Bullock 

of Chicago. But long ago the stains, once red, faded to a rust-colored, 

pale brown. Laura Keene became forever known for the Pietà-like im-

provisational scene she staged in the president’s box. We remember her 

not for her deep talent, diverse repertoire, or lifetime of great perfor-

mances, but for a single unscripted act that played out for only a few 

minutes in the box at Ford’s Theatre on April 14, 1865. Her great con-

temporaries from the nineteenth-century American stage have faded 

into oblivion, forgotten by all except a tiny fraternity of theater schol-

ars. But Keene’s name lives on, forever linked to Abraham Lincoln’s by 

the macabre, supporting role she played that night. 

Her presence in the box also highlighted an uncomfortable fact. She 

was an actress, this was a theatre, and it was Good Friday, the most sol-

emn day on the Christian calendar. But the president of the United 

States was not worshiping in church. Instead, he was dying on the fl oor 
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of a secular and morally illicit landmark. The great Civil War journalist 

George Alfred Townsend spoke for many when he wrote, “The Chief 

Magistrate of thirty millions of people—beloved, honored, revered,— 

lay in the pent up closet of a play-house, dabbling with his sacred blood 

the robes of an actress.” 

Indeed, in two days a number of ministers would admonish Lincoln 

in their Sunday sermons for spending Good Friday in a theatre. So did 

John Wilkes Booth’s devoted sister, Asia Booth Clarke: “It was the moan 

of the religious people, the one throb of anguish to hero-worshippers, 

that the President had not gone fi rst to a place of worship or have re-

mained at home on this jubilant occasion. It desecrated his idea to have 

his end come in a devil’s den—a theatre. . . . That fatal visit to the theatre 

had no pity in it; it was jubilation over fields of unburied dead, over 

miles of desecrated homes.” 

The scene in the president’s box would have amused 

Asia’s brother John. Leave it to Laura Keene to try to upstage his spec-

tacular performance. Just like an actress to ride his coattails. Now safely 

across the Eleventh Street Bridge, Booth looked toward Maryland and 

plunged ahead into the dark. Of his three cohorts, he needed Davey 

Herold the most right now, more than Atzerodt or Powell. Once Booth 

escaped downtown Washington, reached the city limits, and crossed the 

river into Maryland, he sidestepped immediate danger. The country-

side was dark and quiet, with few travelers using the empty roads. He 

trotted over the route he had rehearsed over the previous year for the 

kidnapping plot. No need to gallop now, with no pursuers in sight when 

Sergeant Cobb let him pass. Better to let the horse rest and regain her 

strength for later. As Booth rode on, he searched the horizon for Soper’s 

Hill, the chosen rendezvous place. In daylight it seemed simple, but 

nightfall had leveled the hills. Alone in the country, he was out of his 

milieu. Booth was a creature of the city and its fancy hotel lobbies, hard 

liquor saloons, oyster bars, back alleys, and gaslit shadows. He did not 
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have the skills he’d need to survive in the coming days, those of out-

doorsman, hunter, or river boatman. But Herold was all of those things, 

and that’s why Booth chose him, above all the others, to guide him. 

Now that Booth had slowed down, the pain in his left leg bloomed 

under the moonlight. Near desperation after his hard ride, he gazed 

into the horizon just before midnight—he was about eight miles from 

Washington’s city limits. Davey and the others might be a few minutes 

ahead or behind him, depending on exactly how they had timed their 

attacks on Seward and Johnson. Booth saw nothing ahead of him. When 

he turned to look behind him, he heard a noise trailing in the distance. 

Horses’ hooves pounding the earth. Was it the first warning of a cavalry 

patrol in hot pursuit? As the noise increased in volume, it sounded, to 

Booth’s relief, like one horse, not many. Then his solitary pursuer came 

within sight—a small man on a large gray horse. His eyes held Booth’s 

for a long, suspicious moment, then relief trickled down the wounded 

assassin’s spine. It was David Herold. 

The actor was jubilant. He was on safe ground, and now he had his 

guide. Maryland, although it did not secede from the Union in 1861, 

remained a hotbed of secessionism. Maryland was as Confederate as a 

state could be without actually joining the Confederacy. If Maryland 

had become the twelfth star on the Confederate flag, the Union would 

have been in grave danger. Washington, D.C., would be surrounded by 

rebel states, isolated from the rest of the North. Thousands of its citi-

zens joined the Confederate army, marching off to war to the tune of 

“Maryland, My Maryland.” Rebel spies and couriers infested the state, 

and James McPhail, the U.S. Army provost marshal stationed there, had 

his hands full suppressing Confederate schemes in Baltimore. It was in 

Baltimore that the citizens plotted to assassinate Abraham Lincoln in 

February 1861 when he traveled through their city on the way to his 

inauguration, and a Baltimore mob had attacked Union troops—the 

Sixth Massachusetts Infantry—as the unit marched through the city. It 

was from Maryland that Booth drew several of the conspirators for his 

kidnapping plot. And it was in Bel Air that Booth grew from boy to 
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young adult. Maryland was his ground, and, he was certain, its people 

would shelter him and wish him Godspeed on his journey to the Deep 

South. 

Booth and Herold spurred their horses, riding southeast to their 

first safe house just a few miles away in Maryland. Booth likely grilled 

Herold with questions: Why was he alone? Where is Powell? Did he kill 

Seward? Had he seen Atzerodt? Did he murder Vice President Johnson? 

No, Herold would have answered, he hadn’t seen Atzerodt since the 

conspirators broke up earlier in the evening to carry out the three assas-

sinations. He had no idea whether Johnson was dead. Herold recounted 

what had happened at the Seward residence: the entry plan worked per-

fectly, and Powell and his little package were admitted to the mansion. 

All seemed quiet in the house. Herold heard no gunshots. About ten 

minutes later, a black servant ran out the front door into the street 

screaming “murder,” and then a girl threw open an upstairs window 

and started yelling, too. 

This news seemed to prove to Booth that the faithful Powell had 

carried out his mission. But the actor must have been displeased with 

Herold for abandoning Powell, for whom he had a special fondness. 

And Powell would have come in handy if they had to do to any fi ghting 

during their escape. Booth guessed that Powell, who never learned the 

geography of the capital city, was a lost man. Herold explained how he 

almost got caught, not by the police or the army, but by John Fletcher, 

the stable man who rented Herold his horse. Booth certainly told Her-

old of his success at Ford’s Theatre. This was the assassin’s fi rst oppor-

tunity to describe his deed, and the irrepressible thespian in him 

probably laid it on thick. 

Between 11:30 p.m. and midnight, George Atzerodt 

appeared on Sixth Street, without his horse, and boarded a streetcar 

headed for the Navy Yard. By chance, one of the passengers was some-

one he’d known for the past seven or eight years, a man named Wash-
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ington Briscoe. Atzerodt failed to recognize him until Briscoe spoke to 

him. Briscoe asked him if he’d heard the news—Lincoln had been as-

sassinated. Yes, he had, George replied. Atzerodt asked if he could spend 

the night at Briscoe’s store at the Navy Yard. When Briscoe said no, Atze-

rodt became agitated: “His manner was excited, and he was very anx-

ious to sleep there; he urged me to let him.” Briscoe explained that 

someone else was already sleeping there, too, and he could not impose 

upon the man. Atzerodt stayed on the car and got off with Briscoe on I 

Street, near Briscoe’s store. He asked a third time if he could spend the 

night. Briscoe refused again, but he waited with Atzerodt at the corner 

of I and Garrison streets for the streetcar to return. George told Briscoe 

that he was heading to the Pennsylvania House, also known as the Kim-

mell House, on C Street. Atzerodt got on the next car and headed back 

to downtown Washington. He still had his room key to the Kirkwood in 

his pocket. When he left there, he failed to surrender it to a front-desk 

clerk. 

Luckily, Atzerodt did not return to the Kirkwood House. By late Sat-

urday morning, John Lee, a member of the military police force, was 

breaking down the door to room 126. After the assassination, Major 

James O’Beirne, provost marshal of Washington, ordered Lee to rush to 

the vice president’s hotel. He, too, might be a target. When Lee got there, 

a bartender, Michael Henry, informed him that a suspicious-looking 

man had rented a room the previous day. Lee scanned the hotel register 

until he spotted it: “a name written very badly—G. A. Atzerodt.” Desk 

clerks Robert R. Jones and Lyman Sprague could not find the room key. 

Sprague escorted Lee upstairs. Atzerodt’s door was locked. Lee broke it 

open and searched the room. Under the pillow he found a revolver, 

loaded and capped; between the sheets and mattress he discovered a 

large Bowie knife. 

The room was filled with clues: a brass spur, a pair of socks, two 

shirt collars, a pair of new gauntlets, three boxes of cartridges, a piece of 

licorice, and a toothbrush. A black coat hung from a hook on the wall. 

Lee searched it and found a map of Virginia and three handkerchiefs. 
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One was embroidered with the name “Mary R. Booth.” Lee found a 

bankbook from the Ontario Bank in Montreal, showing a credit of 

$455.00. The name of the account holder was “Mr. J. Wilkes Booth.” 

Dr. Leale knew there were all kinds of reasons he 

couldn’t leave Abraham Lincoln to die on a theatre floor. The president 

was going to die—it was just a matter of time—and Leale had never 

seen a man with such a wound survive more than an hour. He was help-

less to save Lincoln’s life, but, now that he had stabilized him, he did 

have power over the place and manner of the president’s passing. George 

Washington, the nation’s first president, and the first former one to die, 

and William Henry Harrison and Zachary Taylor, the only presidents 

who had died in office, did not expire under tawdry circumstances, in 

shredded clothes on a boot-tracked, soiled floor, and neither would 

Abraham Lincoln. Leale’s instincts issued another silent command: 

“Remove to safety.” The president of the United States would die with 

dignity, in a proper bed. “Take him to the White House,” someone in the 

box implored. Yes, take him home. Impossible, Leale explained, and the 

other two doctors who had joined him in the box, Charles Sabin Taft 

and the improbably named Albert Freeman Africanus King, who had 

arrived just after Taft, concurred. Even the brief carriage trip between 

Ford’s and the Executive Mansion over unpaved, muddy streets, gouged 

deeply with ruts and tracks from hundreds of carriage wheels, would be 

too much for Lincoln to endure. The bumpy ride would jostle the head 

wound and instantly kill him. No, they must take him someplace closer. 

Another voice suggested Peter Taltavul’s saloon next door, where Booth 

enjoyed his last drink. Others vetoed that suggestion at once: it was bad 

enough that Lincoln might die in a theatre, but a tavern? Unthinkable. 

Even obscene. 

They prepared to lift Lincoln’s body without knowing where they 

would take him. First Dr. Leale closed the curtain on Laura Keene’s 

maudlin, private drama. Her fame guaranteed, her dress sanctifi ed by 
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gore, she released her hold on the martyr, rose from the fl oor, and 

stepped back. Leale told Dr. Taft to support Lincoln’s right shoulder and 

Dr. King the left. Leale ordered other men in the box to place their hands 

under the torso, the pelvis, the legs. Leale bent down and cradled the 

head. On his order, their hands worked in unison and lifted the presi-

dent from the floor. They inched toward the vestibule. Clara Harris and 

Major Rathbone got Mary Lincoln on her feet and supported her un-

steady gait. The trio, accompanied by Keene, followed the body. They 

carried Lincoln through the vestibule headfirst. Creeping backward and 

looking over his shoulder at the door leading to the dress circle, Leale 

observed a crush of humanity blocking the way and straining to get a 

glimpse of the president. Leale’s voice blasted at them twice like a bat-

tlefield trumpet: “Guards, clear the passage! Guards, clear the passage!” 

The bearers emerged from the vestibule with their precious, fragile 

cargo and walked north to the curved staircase that, two and a half 

hours before, the president had ascended. A small force of offi cers and 

soldiers shoved the gawkers aside. Leale reversed course at the landing 

and choreographed Lincoln’s descent feetfirst, to avoid tilting Lincoln’s 

head down and increasing the pressure on the brain. The descent 

seemed to take forever. But Lincoln was barely alive and Leale wanted 

no sudden movements that might jostle the president and disrupt the 

heartbeat or respiration. Seaton Munroe, an assistant secretary at the 

Treasury Department, rushed from his seat to find out what had hap-

pened to Lincoln. “I now made my way towards the box exit to await the 

descent of Miss Keene, hoping to learn from her the President’s condi-

tion.” Munroe intercepted her, dress in disarray, hair disheveled, and 

stage makeup smeared, at the foot of the staircase leading from the box. 

“I begged her to tell me if Mr. Lincoln was still alive.” 

“God only knows,” she shrieked. 

The actress who began the night in a light comic role now looked to 

Munroe like an apparition from a nightmare. “Attired, as I had so often 

seen her, in the costume of her part in ‘Our American Cousin,’ her hair 

and dress were in disorder, and not only was her gown soaked in Lin-
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coln’s blood, but her hands, and even her cheeks where her fi ngers had 

strayed, were bedaubed with the sorry stains.” 

Outside Ford’s on Tenth Street, an anxious crowd of theatre patrons, 

swelled by bewildered passersby, hovered near the front doors and 

awaited the president. Leale’s team carried Lincoln through the lobby, 

out the doors, and across the top stone step where, just eleven hours 

earlier, John Wilkes Booth sat under the midday sun laughing and read-

ing his letter, and calculating if he had enough time. The crowd gasped 

at the sight of the prostrate figure and pushed forward. Some men 

darted forward and dared to lay their hands upon Lincoln. In a few sec-

onds they would swarm and surround the president. Leale, dismayed, 

searched for an open seam through the hundreds of pressing bodies 

that blocked his way. Paralyzed, Leale and the doctors and soldiers as-

sisting him froze at the threshold of Ford’s, cradling the body of the dy-

ing president in their arms. 

Nearby, just a few yards to the right, Lincoln’s carriage, its polished, 

black enameled surface glinting under the light of the big gas lantern 

atop the tall iron pole anchored in front of Ford’s, offered sanctuary 

from the mob and safe transport to the Executive Mansion. The presi-

dent’s coachman Burke grasped the reins and tensed at the ready atop 

the carriage box, expecting in another moment to crack his whip for the 

mad dash up Tenth Street and then the quick turn west to the mansion. 

“For God’s sake, take him home to the White House to die,” an anony-

mous voice from the crowd cried, echoing the plea first voiced in the 

theatre. “To the White House,” other voices begged. A reporter who 

went to the White House found citizens assembling there:“An immense 

crowd was gathered in front of the President’s house, and a strong guard 

was also stationed there, many persons evidently supposing that he 

would be brought to his home.” 

No, Dr. Leale ordered again, the president would never survive the 

trip. At that moment an army officer pushed through the half-insane 

crowd, faced Leale with steely resolve in his eyes, and drew his sword 
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from its scabbard: “Surgeon, give me your commands and I will see that 

they are obeyed,” he bellowed. 

The officer fought his way forward, cut a seam through the mob, 

and led Lincoln’s bearers into the dirt street. Leale’s eyes raced from side 

to side, scanning across Tenth Street for refuge. Straining his voice to 

communicate above the din to the sword-bearing officer, he shouted a 

succinct command. Take the president straight across the street and 

into the nearest house. A soldier sprinted ahead and pounded on the 

door, demanding entry. Then, incredibly, Leale halted the procession in 

the middle of the muddy street, and in full view of the horrifi ed mob, 

yanked a blood clot from the hole in Lincoln’s head to relieve the pres-

sure on the brain, and tossed the gooey mass into the street. Fresh blood 

and brain matter oozed through Leale’s fingers. The procession contin-

ued several more feet. Another clot. Then the same process all over 

again. When Leale was halfway across the street, soldiers on the far side 

made a beeline straight at him and yelled that the house was locked and 

no one answered the door. The scene was incredible, impossible. Ship-

wrecked, stranded in the middle of a muddy street with no place to go, 

the president of the United States was dying in the presence of hun-

dreds, if not by now more than a thousand, frenzied witnesses. 

From an upper window on the far side of Tenth Street, Carl Bersch, 

an artist, looked down on the drama playing out in the street below. His 

practiced observer’s eyes captured, like a camera, every detail—the big, 

glowing gaslight, the prostrate president borne by many hands, the 

swarming crowd. What a fine subject this scene would make for an oil 

painting, he mused. 

Up until this moment no one had paid attention to William Peter-

sen’s neat, three-story brick row house next door to the home that de-

nied entry to the president. Inside, one of Petersen’s boarders, Henry 

Safford, sat quietly reading a book in the front fi rst-floor parlor. Dr. 

Leale was trying to figure out what to do next when he saw somebody 

open the front door of 454 Tenth Street. Safford had heard the shouting 
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mob and ventured outside to see what was happening. He stepped out 

onto the top step of the high, curved staircase, and raised high a sole 

candle. “Bring him in here!” he shouted above the human sea that 

coursed between him and the president. “Bring him in here!” 

Leale changed course. He’d found a safe house, at last. 



Chapter Four 
“We Have Assassinated the President” 

Riding in open country about ten miles south from 

Washington, John Wilkes Booth and David Herold had not yet 

reached their safe house. Surrattsville was almost an hour’s ride away, 

but they didn’t expect any trouble along the route. Just as Booth hoped, 

the assassination had thrown Washington into chaos. As they pressed 

on, Booth and Herold didn’t encounter any soldiers on the road ahead, 

and even if they had, there was no danger because they were riding in 

advance of the news. At this moment the assassin could ride unmo-

lested past an entire regiment of Union cavalry. Not a soul in Maryland 

knew that Abraham Lincoln had been shot. 

Within a few minutes of the assassination, however, the news began 

spreading from Ford’s by word of mouth, but it went no faster than a 

man could run on foot or ride on horseback. Between 10:30 and 11:00 

p.m. more than fifteen hundred mouths poured from the theatre onto 

Tenth Street. Some maintained a vigil in front of Ford’s or the Petersen 

house, but many fanned out in all directions, like an unpaid army of 

newsboys shouting “Extra!” House by house, block by block, they spread 

the news. Men ran or galloped to the White House, the War Depart-

ment, the homes of cabinet officers, Pennsylvania Avenue, and newspa-

per row. They invaded the lobbies of the Willard, Kirkwood, and 

National hotels, and threw open the doors of oyster houses, saloons, 
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and houses of ill repute. They rushed home and roused families and 

boarders, knocked on neighbors’ doors, roused children from their 

beds. 

Washingtonians were used to getting important news this way. 

When the telegraph arrived at the War Department announcing that 

the Union had taken Richmond on April 3, War Department clerks, 

without permission or command, exploded into the street and ran in 

every direction shouting tidings of joy. Again on April 9, they rocketed 

from their desks to spread the news of Appomattox. Tonight, like a ter-

rible inferno burning outward in all directions from a single fl ashpoint 

of origin, the news spread from Ford’s in ever-widening concentric cir-

cles. At Grover’s Theatre the manager interrupted the performance of 

Aladdin and told the audience that Abraham Lincoln had just been shot. 

A frightened twelve-year-old boy screamed in horror. Tad Lincoln, the 

president’s youngest boy, was rushed home to the White House by his 

chaperon, the president’s doorman, Alphonso Donn. 

Simultaneously, word of another assassination spread from the 

Seward mansion and into the streets. Neighbors, soldiers, State Depart-

ment employees, and even a few fleet-footed reporters tried to gain en-

try to the house. Messengers—some self-appointed—fanned out in all 

directions barking word of the Seward assassination just as their coun-

terparts from Ford’s proclaimed the president’s. It was only a matter of 

time before two armies of town criers, bearing word of separate attacks, 

collided in the streets. The same exchange happened countless times 

that night: No, I tell you, it was Lincoln who was assassinated. Impossi-

ble, it was Seward. I just came from his house. And I just came from 

Ford’s. It was Lincoln. It was Seward. Then the terrible truth emerged— 

it was both. 

At 1325 K Street someone rang the bell at the home of the most 

powerful man in Washington, aside from the president: Secretary of 

War Edwin M. Stanton, “Mars,” Lincoln’s god of war. A brilliant lawyer 

with a distinguished record of public service, Stanton did not suffer 

fools. He couldn’t. The president placed in his hands the most awesome 
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task of the war: raising, training, equipping, and sending into battle the 

army of the Union. Creating that army was the most monumental lo-

gistical achievement in American history up to that time. Stanton 

weeded out incompetent, unfit, or scoundrel offi cers; battled fraudu-

lent government contractors who foisted shoddy uniforms, rotting 

equipment, and defective weapons upon the troops; and suffered along 

with Lincoln an epidemic of general officers who would not fight. If any 

man sat at Lincoln’s right hand during the war of the rebellion, it was 

Edwin McMasters Stanton. 

Their relationship got off to a rocky start. Before the war the two 

had crossed paths in an important lawsuit. Stanton, a nationally known 

attorney, scoffed at Lincoln and dismissed him as an uncouth, country 

idiot. Lincoln never held a man’s high opinion of himself against him, 

as he had proven by appointing William Henry Seward, his great rival 

for the presidency, secretary of state. So, too, when he made Stanton his 

secretary of war in 1862. The business of the war brought them into in-

timate, daily contact at the Executive Mansion, the War Department, 

the telegraph office, or the Soldiers’ Home, a summer refuge for the 

Lincoln and Stanton families. They grew close, and each developed a 

profound respect for the other’s talents. And both knew that when they 

gave orders, men died. In their private lives, both had suffered tragedies 

that affected them more deeply than they would care to let most men 

know. By April 1865 the butcher’s bill was high: more than three hun-

dred thousand Union dead. Lincoln once bestowed on Stanton the 

highest compliment he paid to any cabinet officer during the entire war: 

Stanton, he said, was the great rock upon which the mighty waves of the 

rebellion crashed and were broken. 

Stanton had looked forward to a low-key evening at home on April 

14. After the grand celebrations on April 3 and 9, and the previous eve-

ning’s astonishing illumination of the capital city, Stanton sought quiet 

relief. He turned down the president’s invitation to join him and Mary 

at Ford’s Theatre tonight. Instead, he left his office at the War Depart-

ment and went home for dinner with his wife, Ellen. Around 8:00 p.m., 
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not long before the curtain rose on Our American Cousin at Ford’s, 

Stanton left his house to visit William H. Seward’s sickbed again. Ever 

since the carriage accident, the secretary of war had been a faithful bed-

side presence, a kindness that touched Seward’s daughter, Fanny. Stan-

ton returned home a little before 9:00 p.m. to keep an unusual 

appointment, a patriotic custom that augmented the effervescence of 

victory week: the serenade. 

Since the fall of Richmond, and more so since Lee’s surrender, bands 

of citizens intoxicated with joy—and often more—would roam the 

streets at night bearing torches, waving flags and banners, playing mu-

sical instruments, and singing songs. Wandering from place to place, 

they visited the White House, where, to their delight, the president ap-

peared and addressed them. They visited hotels, theatres, and public 

houses, and sometimes they wandered aimlessly. Some serenades came 

together spontaneously, pulled together, it seems, by random gravita-

tional forces. Others were organized in advance with military precision 

by government workers. Tonight the War Department clerks, the fi rst 

men in Washington privileged to learn the news of Richmond and Ap-

pomattox, would, by prior arrangement, call upon their boss. By the 

time Stanton got home, he could already see the approaching torches 

bobbing in the street. “Mars” played his part and welcomed them gra-

ciously. After he addressed the crowd a little after 9:00 p.m., it marched 

to its next destination: Ford’s Theatre. The serenaders wanted to sur-

prise President Lincoln after the play, when he stepped out onto Tenth 

Street. 

After Stanton bid some army officers good night, he closed his front 

door and locked it. It was 10:00 p.m., and he walked upstairs and began 

undressing for bed. Not long after the doorbell rang. His wife, Ellen, 

still downstairs, unlocked and opened the door. If Ellen Stanton had 

known that murder was afoot in Washington that night, she most likely 

would not have answered the door. When Ellen heard the news from 

the messenger, she screamed, “Mr. Seward is murdered!” 
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Her piercing cry echoed upstairs to her husband, who scoffed at the 

tale. “Humbug,” he shouted down, “I left him only an hour ago.” 

When a dubious Stanton came downstairs, he found not only the 

excited messenger but several other highly agitated men. Alarmed by 

the insistence and vividness of their accounts, he decided to investigate 

the rumor personally. Within a few minutes, he was racing in a carriage 

to the Seward home. It could not be true, Stanton tried to convince 

himself. In four years of Civil War, countless incredible—and false— 

rumors swept in and out of Washington as predictably as the tide and 

the phases of the moon. But assassination? Impossible. Yes, Stanton had 

scolded the president regularly for his inattention to his own safety. But 

perhaps he was an alarmist. After all, as William Seward himself had 

written in 1862, political murder was alien to our customs: “Assassina-

tion is not an American practice or habit, and one so vicious and des-

perate cannot be engrafted into our political system. This conviction of 

mine has steadily gained strength since the civil war began. Every day’s 

experience confi rms it.” 

Stanton’s ride took only a few minutes, and the first sign was not 

good—people filled the street and crowded around Seward’s front door. 

An hour ago, when Stanton left the Seward home, the street was de-

serted. What were all these people doing here? As soon as the carriage 

halted, an army sergeant named Koerth babbled that he had just come 

from Ford’s Theatre and had terrible news: the president had been as-

sassinated. Stanton had arrived moments before the secretary of the 

navy, Gideon Welles, reached Seward’s house. 

Welles had retired to bed around 10:30 p.m. and was just falling 

asleep when his wife, Mary Jane, said someone was at their front door. 

The secretary heard a man’s voice yelling for his son, John, whose 

second-floor bedroom was at the front of the house. Welles got out of 

bed, raised a window, poked his head through the opening, and peered 

down at the man standing at his door. It was James Smith, his Navy De-

partment messenger. Smith looked up at his boss and shouted the news: 



Secretary of War Edwin McMasters Stanton. 
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President Lincoln has been shot, and Secretary Seward and his son, 

Frederick, have been assassinated. 

Welles told him his story was “very incoherent and improbable.” To 

Welles, Smith looked “much alarmed and excited.” Where, asked the 

navy secretary, “was the president shot?” At Ford’s Theatre, Smith re-

plied, adding that the Sewards had been attacked at home. “Damn the 

Rebels,” Welles cursed, “this is their work.” He dressed immediately and 

walked with Smith to Seward’s house. 

Stanton, just behind Welles, charged upstairs to Seward’s bedroom. 

It was true. A scene of mayhem replaced the domestic tranquility Stan-

ton had seen little more than an hour ago. “The bed,” Welles saw, “was 

saturated with blood.” Several doctors hovered over the bloody secre-

tary of state, working feverishly to save his life. Then the rest of the 

nightmare came into focus: Fanny Seward, wandering like a pale ghost, 

her dress dripping with blood; Augustus Seward stabbed and his brother 

unconscious from a crushed skull; Sergeant Robinson with multiple 

stab wounds; and the messenger Hansell sliced through the back. 

Recovering from their initial shock, Stanton and Welles realized that 

there was nothing they could do now for the victims at the Seward 

slaughter pen; it was in the hands of the doctors, and God. They turned 

their thoughts to the president: “As we descended the stairs, I asked 

Stanton what he had heard in regard to the President that was reliable. 

He said the President was shot at Ford’s Theatre, that he had seen a man 

who was present and witnessed the occurrence.” Welles proposed that 

they go immediately to the White House. But, Stanton said, Lincoln 

wasn’t there. He was still at Ford’s. “Then let us go immediately there,” 

Welles said. Stanton agreed, but first he gave orders to rush military 

guards to the home of every member of the cabinet and to Vice Presi-

dent Johnson’s hotel. On their way out of Seward’s house, Stanton and 

Welles ran into Montgomery Meigs, quartermaster general of the 

United States Army, who warned them that the trip to Ford’s could be 

dangerous. Meigs begged Stanton not to go down to Tenth Street. What 

if assassins had marked the president and every officer in his cabinet for 
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death that night? Stanton had no entourage or army escort to protect 

him, but still he ignored Meigs and called for a carriage to transport 

him and Welles to the theatre at once. They would ride alone—if they 

left now, they could make it in less than five minutes. The quartermas-

ter general insisted on joining them, as did Judge David Cartter of the 

Supreme Court of the District of Columbia, who had rushed to Seward’s 

as soon as he heard the news. 

O n Tenth Street, Dr. Leale ordered Lincoln’s bearers 

and the officer spearheading the procession to head straight for the man 

with the candle. They carried the president up the curved staircase. In 

this elevated position, for the first time since he was carried into the 

street, the near lifeless body of Abraham Lincoln became visible to the 

entire crowd. Awestruck, the people watched as their president disap-

peared into the Petersen house. Except for a handful of doctors, govern-

ment officials, and family friends who would, in the hours to come, be 

granted access to the closely guarded house, that glimpse of the presi-

dent, ascending the stairs of the Petersen house, was the last time Amer-

icans saw Abraham Lincoln alive. 

As Stanton and Welles were leaving the Seward house, a lone man 

on horseback raced up and tried to stop the carriage. It was Major 

Thomas Eckert, one of Stanton’s most trusted aides, head of the War 

Department’s telegraph office, and a favorite of Abraham Lincoln, who 

marveled at the major’s physical strength. Eckert implored Stanton to 

turn around and not approach the theatre.“At this moment,” Welles re-

called, “Major Eckert rode up on horseback and protested vehemently 

against Stanton’s going to Tenth Street.” Eckert had just come from 

there. The mob in the streets had already grown to thousands, and by 

the minute it was swelling in size—and danger—as news spread and 

citizens from all over the city converged on the site. Stanton and Welles 

defied him—nothing would stop them from attending the president. 

Meigs, in a concession to Eckert, ordered two soldiers to accompany the 
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carriage. Eckert spurred his horse around, got in front of their carriage, 

and escorted it in the direction of Tenth Street. If he couldn’t stop them, 

at least he could try to protect them. Ford’s stood fi ve blocks east and 

two blocks south of the Seward place. 

As the carriage clipped along, it passed the indistinct shapes of men 

running haywire in all directions, some away from Ford’s and others 

right to it. At first, there were not enough people in the street to stop 

Stanton’s progress, but the closer the carriage got to Ford’s, the thicker 

the crowds became. Welles described the scene: “The streets were full of 

people. Not only the sidewalk but the carriage-way was occupied, 

all . . . hurrying towards Tenth Street.” As the carriage came down F 

Street and neared Tenth, Major Eckert, in the lead, was the first to see it, 

right ahead: a roaring, unruly, frenzied, and angry mob of thousands of 

people teeming at the corner of Tenth and F. Eckert spurred his horse 

forward. 

Almost thirteen miles out of Washington, Booth and 

Herold had the road to themselves. An inconsequential encounter with 

two men and a broken-down wagon proved harmless and hardly slowed 

their escape. They rode quietly as they closed on their destination: Sur-

rattsville, Maryland, not a real town of any size and little more than a 

crossroads outpost, named after the family that owned the tavern there. 

Before they could continue south, where they would seek medical treat-

ment for Booth’s injured leg, they had business at that tavern. 

The dark outline of a building appeared vaguely on the horizon. 

Surratt’s place was hard to spot at night—the two-story, frame struc-

ture was unpainted, and the dull wood boards, unlike a pigmented sur-

face, reflected no light. Built in 1852, the tavern had served three 

functions in its heyday: saloon, inn, and post office. It was not a high 

example of the carpenter’s art: the structure was plain, boxy, and fi n-

ished roughly. Indeed, the doorframe was even crooked. The original 

owner, John Surratt Sr., sold whiskey by the finger, rented out rooms by 



1 0 4   �  M A N H U N T  

the night, and served as U.S. postmaster. When John died in 1862, his 

widow, Mary Surratt, inherited the place and stayed on with her chil-

dren. One son, John Jr., won the appointment of postmaster, replacing 

his father. 

The government issued him an impressive, oversize commission, 

measuring fifteen by eleven inches, engraved with a handsome patriotic 

eagle and the boldly printed legend: “Post Offi ce Department/Mont-

gomery Blair Postmaster General of the United States of America.” The 

document continued in the flowery language typical of executive 

branch appointments in that day: “To all who shall see these Presents, 

Greeting . . . on the 1st day of September 1862, John H. Surratt was ap-

pointed Postmaster at Surratt’s in the County of Prince George, State 

of Maryland; and whereas he did, on the 8th day of September 

1862 . . . [take] the oath of office . . . know ye, that confiding in the in-

tegrity, ability and punctuality of the said John H. Surratt, I do com-

mission him as a Postmaster.” Surratt’s commission was signed by 

Montgomery Blair on September 10, 1862. 

Eventually, the government caught on to the questionable status of 

Surratt’s loyalty and integrity and revoked his commission. In 1864, 

Mary moved her family to her Washington, D.C., boardinghouse and 

rented the tavern to a man named John Lloyd. 

The tavern operated in the usual fashion of a nineteenth-century 

roadside establishment. The premises were divided into private and 

public spaces. Paying customers entered, not through the front door 

and center hall, but through a side door that led directly into the bar 

and post office. The room smelled like wax candles, oil lamps, tobacco, 

burning stove wood, whiskey, soiled clothes, and boot leather. Drink 

and meal prices were posted on a wall or chalked on a board. Nighttime 

callers were not unusual. During the war, the Surratts and Lloyd grew 

accustomed to them. 

Booth and Herold rode their horses to the side entrance. The night 

was still, and, inside, the tavern was quiet and dark. They had to make 

this quick. Herold dismounted and strode to the door while Booth 
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remained in the saddle. They had no time to tarry, and it would hurt 

Booth too much to dismount and put weight on his foot. The stirrup 

was painful enough; dismounting and then mounting the horse again 

would be excruciating. Herold’s pounding fi st finally awakened the 

hard-drinking Lloyd. He climbed out of bed, went downstairs, and 

opened the side door. He recognized David Herold, a friend of John 

Surratt. Herold, impatient, hissed at him: “Lloyd, for God’s sake, make 

haste and get those things.” 

Davey did not have to be more specific. Lloyd knew what they 

wanted. After Mary Surratt’s afternoon visit, he took the “shooting 

irons” from their hiding place so they would be ready for the callers. 

Lloyd left Herold in the bar with a bottle of whiskey and went into the 

house. Herold poured himself a glass. Lloyd returned in a moment, 

bearing a small package wrapped in twine—the field glasses—and a 

loaded Spencer repeating carbine. Herold seized the weapon and car-

ried the bottle outside to Booth. While sitting on his horse the actor 

swallowed several big gulps to steady his nerves and dull the pain. Lloyd 

offered the second Spencer to Booth but he declined it. With his broken 

leg, he didn’t want to carry any more. He needed his hands to hold on to 

the saddle. His pistols would have to do. He would pick them up at his 

next stop. 

Herold retrieved the bottle from Booth and brought it back to Lloyd. 

“I owe you a couple of dollars,” he said. “Here.” Herold handed him a 

one-dollar note that, Lloyd calculated, “just about paid for the bottle of 

liquor that [they] had just pretty nearly drank.” As Herold and his mas-

ter prepared to ride off, Booth could not resist the temptation any 

longer. The boastful, impulsive thespian had to tell someone or he 

would burst. 

“I will tell some news, if you want to hear it,” Booth offered. 

Lloyd responded indifferently. “I am not particular; use your own 

pleasure about telling it.” 

“Well,” continued Booth, “I am pretty certain that we have assassi-

nated the President and Secretary Seward.” 
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Lloyd, “very much excited and unnerved” by his own account, said 

nothing. He watched them ride off into the night “at a pretty rapid gait,” 

not understanding exactly what Booth had meant. Then he went back 

to bed. Booth and Herold had spent less than five minutes in Surratts-

ville. 

They continued on to the south and east for an unplanned but nec-

essary detour. 

Booth’s leg was throbbing painfully. He needed a doctor. And he 

knew just where to find one, a four hours’ ride away. 

At the Petersen house, Abraham Lincoln would soon 

have more doctors than he could ever want, but little use for any of 

them. 

As soon as the president was carried across the threshold, Dr. Leale 

commanded Henry Safford to “take us to your best room.” To his right 

Leale saw a narrow staircase leading up to the second- and third-fl oor 

bedrooms. To his immediate left was the front parlor where, just a few 

minutes earlier, Safford read quietly until he heard the commotion in 

the street. In front of Leale a dim hallway led to the rear of the house. 

Safford told the doctor to follow him there. Leale, and as many of Lin-

coln’s bearers as could squeeze their bodies into the tight passageway, 

carried the president behind their host. As they shuffled along, they 

passed a second parlor on the left situated directly behind the fi rst. They 

could not see the bed until they actually stepped into the back room, 

glanced to the right, and found it wedged into the northeast corner, its 

side running along the north wall and the headboard pushed against 

the east wall, close to the door. Leale’s eyes cast about the chamber. The 

occupant, William Clark, was out for the evening, celebrating the end 

of the war. This would do. It would have to. 

Chasing after the president, Mary Lincoln, escorted by Clara Harris 

and Major Rathbone, with Laura Keene trailing at their heels, burst into 

the Petersen boardinghouse. Wringing her hands in anguish, Mary 



“ w e  h av e  a s s a s s i n at e d  t h e  p r e s i d e n t ”  �   1 0 7  

looked “perfectly frantic” to George Francis, one of the tenants. “Where 

is my husband? Where is my husband?” she pleaded to no one in par-

ticular. Behind the first lady’s party, a number of opportunistic strang-

ers scampered up the stairs, and, taking advantage of the confusion, 

slipped into the house before any guards could be posted at the door. 

The interlopers were probably no more than heedless curiosity seekers, 

but who could guarantee that more assassins were not lurking among 

them, intent on finishing Booth’s work? The strangers invaded the fi rst-

floor parlors and worked their way down the hallway, inching closer to 

the president. If someone did not take command soon, the situation in 

the Petersen house would break down into utter chaos. 

At the corner of Tenth and F streets, Secretary of War Stanton’s car-

riage approached the surging mob. Apprehensive, Major Eckert doubted 

whether the horses would drive through it. Wary of the crowd’s size and 

sensing its mood, they might balk. And there was the possibility that the 

throng, refusing to yield, might overwhelm them. But Stanton and 

Welles were determined to ignore the danger. They must push on. 

In the back bedroom, Dr. Leale ignored the chaos around him. Only 

one person mattered now. Someone tore back the coverlet and top 

sheet. Someone else turned up the valve of the gas jet protruding from 

the wall to full fl ame. In an instant the hissing, burning vapor illumi-

nated the grotesque scene. The others laid the unconscious body upon 

the mattress. Mary Lincoln burst into the room, and the bright gaslight 

confirmed to her that this was not the nightmare she hoped it was—this 

was real. 

Leale held the president’s head steady and ordered his helpers to 

stretch Lincoln’s body out to its full length, in preparation for a com-

plete examination. When Lincoln’s heavy boots kicked the footboard, 

his legs were still not straight. The bed was too short, and his bent knees 

stuck up in the air. Break the footboard off the bed, Leale demanded. 

But it wouldn’t budge. Try again, exhorted Leale. Impossible, Doctors 

Taft and King explained. It was integral to the construction of the bed, 

and if they broke it off, the whole bed would collapse to the fl oor with 
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Lincoln in it. Frustrated, Leale laid Lincoln out across the bed diago-

nally, with his head on the corner of the mattress closest to the door and 

his feet on the corner closest to the wall. 

Leale leaned in close to the president’s face. He was still alive. Leale 

decided to give the president a few minutes to gather what strength he 

still possessed before undertaking a complete examination. At this mo-

ment of temporary repose, Leale seemed, for the first time, to take in his 

surroundings. He sniffed the moist and stifling air. There were too many 

people in the little room, raising the temperature and sucking the oxy-

gen that Lincoln needed to live. Leale ordered the windows opened. 

Then he ordered everyone but doctors and friends of the president out. 

Still too many people. Leale asked all but the doctors to leave. Mary Lin-

coln remained and hovered over her husband. Dr. Leale prodded her 

gently. He explained that he and the other doctors must examine the 

president now. After that, she could return to his side. Mary agreed to 

leave the room and went to a sofa in the front parlor, where she re-

mained throughout the night whenever she was not at the bedside. 

Alone with their patient, Leale, Taft, and King worked quickly, stripping 

Abraham Lincoln naked, head to toe. 

Maunsell B. Field, assistant secretary of the treasury, pushed through 

the masses packed in front of the Petersen house and forced his way in-

side. The first person he saw, Clara Harris, told him that the president 

was dying but admonished him not to tell Mary Lincoln. It was obvious 

to everyone that Mary was coming apart and no one wanted to push 

her over the edge into total breakdown. Field entered the parlor and 

found Mary “in a state of indescribable agitation.” He heard her ask the 

same question “over and over again”: “Why didn’t he kill me? Why 

didn’t he kill me?” To Clara Harris, Mary Lincoln chanted another la-

ment throughout the night. Whenever Mary laid eyes upon Clara’s 

crimson-streaked dress, she recoiled in horror. “My husband’s blood,” 

she moaned again and again. “My husband’s blood.” Clara chose not to 

correct her. It was not the president’s blood that soaked her dress, but 

that of her fiancé, Henry. And his supply was running low: “The wound 
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which I had received was bleeding profusely, and, on reaching the 

house . . . feeling very faint from the loss of blood, I seated myself in the 

hall, and soon after fainted away, and was laid upon the fl oor. Upon 

the return of consciousness, I was taken to my residence.” 

A few hundred feet away, Stanton’s carriage came to a standstill, un-

able to penetrate the crowd. The coachman simply could not drive the 

horses through the mob. Stanton decided that if they could not ride, 

they would walk. He opened the door and dismounted the carriage, 

joined by his passengers Secretary of the Navy Welles, Judge Cartter, 

and General Meigs. Eckert could not believe his eyes. Sitting in their 

carriage, elevated above the crowd, the officials were relatively safe, like 

passengers in a lifeboat riding atop a tumultuous sea. But on foot, in the 

dark, in the midst of thousands of people, anything could happen that 

night. Indeed, it already had. But now Stanton’s entourage, which in-

cluded the two cabinet secretaries responsible for the entire, combined 

armed forces of the United States on land and at sea, headed into the 

mob and vanished from sight. 

On the road south and east from Surrattsville, Booth 

and Herold had the road to themselves—they saw and were seen by no 

one. Although desperate to put as much distance as possible between 

themselves and Washington, they had to be careful to not ride their 

horses too fast or hard. They had a long way to go and could not risk 

having the horses break down during a prolonged and dangerous sprint. 

Booth had pushed his horse to the limit when he galloped through 

downtown Washington, but escaping Baptist Alley and putting that fi rst 

mile or two between himself and Ford’s Theatre was vital. Once he left 

Lloyd’s tavern, he paced the animal more carefully. 

Drs. Leale, Taft, and King scrutinized Lincoln’s entire 

body front and back for knife or gunshot wounds but found nothing 
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other than the bullet hole in the head. During their examination they 

noticed that the president’s lower extremities—his feet and legs—were 

already getting cold. Lincoln’s eyes were closed. The lids and surround-

ing tissue were so filled with blood that to Dr. Taft they looked bruised, 

like someone had punched the president in the face. The doctors lifted 

the lid covering Lincoln’s left eye: the pupil was very contracted. They 

lifted the lid over the right eye: the pupil was widely dilated, and both 

pupils were totally insensitive to light—all signs consistent with a cata-

strophic, irreversible injury to the brain. On the doctors’ orders, a hos-

pital steward from Lincoln Hospital, a nearby military facility, sprinted 

from the bedside and returned with hot water, brandy, blankets, and a 

large sinapism, or mustard plaster. Soon the surgeons covered the whole 

anterior surface of Lincoln’s body, from the neck to the toes, with mus-

tard plasters to keep him warm. Then they covered him up to his chin 

with a sheet, blankets, and a coverlet. His breathing was regular but 

heavy, interrupted by an occasional sigh. They laid a clean, white nap-

kin over the bloodstains on the pillow. They placed a small chair at the 

head of the bed, near Lincoln’s face. Now the president was ready for 

Mary to see him again. Leale sent an officer to the front parlor to inform 

her. She rushed to the bedroom and sat beside her husband. “Love, live 

but for one moment to speak to me once—to speak to our children.” 

Lincoln was deaf to her pleas. 

With the president’s condition stable for now, or at least as stable as 

that of a dying man shot through the brain could be, Dr. Leale diverted 

his attention from medical to practical concerns. He sent messengers 

summoning Robert Todd Lincoln, the president’s eldest son; Surgeon 

General Joseph K. Barnes; Surgeon D. Willard Bliss at the Armory 

Square Hospital; Lincoln’s family physician, Dr. Robert King Stone; and 

the president’s pastor, the Reverend Dr. Phineas T. Gurley. He also sent a 

hospital steward in search of a special piece of medical equipment, a 

Nelaton probe. There was work to do inside Lincoln’s brain. 

Secretary of War Stanton pushed through the crowd, clambered up 

the stairs of the Petersen house and rushed down the hall. The sight of 
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the president shocked him. He did not need doctors to tell him what 

would happen: Abraham Lincoln was going to die, and there was noth-

ing that anyone could do about it. But he could do something: in the 

president’s absence, he could protect and defend the country. 

Stanton took charge of the Petersen house and commandeered the 

back parlor, the one closest to the bedroom, as his fi eld office. He made 

a quick executive decision. He would not return to the War Department 

tonight but instead would remain with the president. The Petersen 

boardinghouse was the War Department now. Edwin Stanton assumed 

that the Lincoln and Seward assassinations had exposed the existence of 

a devilish Confederate plot to kill the leadership of the national govern-

ment, reverse the verdict of the battlefield, and, in one last desperate 

assault, win the Civil War. Stanton and his lieutenants assumed that all 

the cabinet heads had been marked for death tonight. And a rebel army 

might be advancing on Washington at this moment. 

Stanton wanted his commanding general back in Washington im-

mediately and ordered his aides to track down U. S. Grant. It was the 

first telegram issued from the ersatz War Department headquarters at 

the Petersen house. 

April 14th 12 p.m. 1865 

Washington DC 

To Lt. Genl Grant 

On Night Train to Burlington 

The President was assassinated tonight at Ford’s Theatre 

at 10 30 tonight & cannot live. The wound is a pistol shot 

through the head. Secretary Seward & his son Frederick, 

were also assassinated at their residence & are in a dangerous 

condition. The Secretary of War desires that you return to 

Washington immediately. Please answer on receipt of this. 

Thos. T. Eckert, Maj. 
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It occurred to Charles A. Dana, assistant secretary of war, that Grant 

might be in danger. The newspapers had advertised his appearance at 

Ford’s Theatre, and perhaps he, too, was on Booth’s death list. Dana 

sent a telegram to Philadelphia, warning the commanding general of 

assassins or sabotage on the railroad: “Permit me to suggest to you to 

keep a close watch on all persons who come near you in the cars or oth-

erwise; also, that an engine be sent in front of the train to guard against 

anything being on the track.” Stanton rushed guards to the homes of all 

the cabinet secretaries to protect them from imminent assassination, if 

they were not dead already. He ordered military units to take to the 

streets. At midnight Quartermaster General Meigs, who had ridden 

with Stanton to the Petersen house, dispatched an urgent message to 

Major General Christopher Columbus Augur (who signed his name 

“C. C.” for the obvious reasons), commander of the military district of 

Washington: “The Secretary directs that the troops turn out; the guards 

be doubled, the forts be alert; guns manned; special vigilance and guard 

about the Capitol Prison I advise, if your men are not suffi ciently nu-

merous, call upon General Rucker for assistance in furnishing guards.” 

The troops must maintain order and be ready for anything on this wild 

night. And clear away the mob from the street in front of this house, 

Stanton ordered. Soldiers tried to push back the insistent throng that 

pressed forward and obstructed Petersen’s staircase. 

Stanton then turned to his second mission, launching an investiga-

tion that would ascertain what had happened at Ford’s Theatre and 

the Seward house. He was determined to apprehend the criminals. He 

set up around his table a three-member court of inquiry—Judge Abram 

B. Olin, attorney Britten A. Hill, and chief justice of the D.C. courts Da-

vid K. Cartter—to question witnesses. The secretary of war made it 

clear that he was in charge. Later, when Vice President Johnson arrived 

at the deathbed, he remained in the background and chose not to assert 

himself. In the days ahead the new president left it to Stanton to bring 

Lincoln’s killer and his accomplices to justice. 

Stanton had witnesses from Ford’s Theatre dragooned and brought 
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before him. They spoke so fast that he recruited a legless Union army 

veteran who lived next door, James Tanner, to take it down in short-

hand. One witness after another swore that it was Booth, John Wilkes 

Booth. Stanton barked orders by telegraph—his operators could wire 

news and orders all over the country—and soon telegraph lines across 

the nation were singing the same frequency: the president and the sec-

retary of state have been assassinated. Messages went from the War De-

partment to Baltimore, New York, and beyond. Search the trains. Guard 

the bridges. Watch for suspicious characters. Question witnesses. Iden-

tify suspects. Make arrests. 

Stanton did not have time to write out every order and telegram 

personally on Petersen’s round parlor table. Soon the command struc-

ture took over as his trusted subordinates issued a blizzard of instruc-

tions. All through the first hours of April 15, the telegraph wires carried 

messages between Washington and commanders in the fi eld. At 12:20 

a.m., General James A. Hardie sent an order to the U.S. Military Rail-

road at Alexandria: “It is reported that the assassin of the President has 

gone out hence to Alexandria, thence on the train to Fairfax. Stop all 

trains in that direction. Apply to military commander at Alexandria for 

guard to arrest all persons on train or on the road not known. By order 

of the Secretary of War.” 

At Winchester, Virginia, General Stevenson received an urgent mes-

sage about the trains: “Have any trains reached Harper’s Ferry this 

morning? . . . [It] is possible that the assassins may endeavor to escape 

south through your lines at some point.” In a 1:00 a.m. telegram, Augur 

informed Major General Winfield Scott Hancock, commanding the 

Middle Military Division at Winchester, that he could spare no troops: 

“The President, Mr. Lincoln, was assassinated at Ford’s Theatre . . . and is 

now dying. The Secretary of State, Mr. Seward, was also stabbed in his 

bed, and is not expected to recover. I shall not be able to send cavalry as 

you ordered, as I wish to use them scouring the countryside for the 

assassins.” Around the same time Augur ordered General Gamble, com-

manding at Fairfax Court House, to “at daylight take your cavalry 
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and scatter it along the river toward Leesburg to arrest and send in 

all suspicious persons; also along your whole line between it and Wash-

ington.” 

At 1:10 a.m., April 15, Stanton sent a hurried telegram 

to John Kennedy, New York City’s chief of police, asking him to rush 

detectives to Washington: “Send here immediately three or four of your 

best detectives to investigate the facts as to the assassination of the Pres-

ident and Secretary Seward. They are still alive, but the president’s case 

is hopeless, and that of Mr. Seward’s nearly the same.” 

Sometime between midnight and 1:00 a.m., George Atze-

rodt arrived at the Pennsylvania House. James Walker, a black employee 

whose job it was to “make fires, carry water, and to wait on gentlemen 

that come in late and early,” greeted him. Atzerodt was on a horse again, 

and he told Walker to hold the animal while he went into the bar to 

drink. When he emerged from the bar he rode away but returned on 

foot around 2:00 a.m. He wanted a bed and asked for room 51, where he 

had stayed in the past. Walker and the innkeeper, John Greenawalt, told 

him that his old room was occupied—he’d have to stay in 53, a room 

with several beds that he would have to share with other occupants. As 

George headed to his room Greenawalt told him to come back: 

“Atzerodt, you have not registered.” 

“Do you want my name?” He was reluctant to sign the book. 

“Certainly,” Greenawalt replied. 

The innkeeper thought that the German behaved oddly. “He hesi-

tated some, but stepped back and registered, and went to his room. He 

had never before hesitated to register his name.” 

After Atzerodt had settled into his room, another guest, Lieutenant 

W. R. Keim, climbed into the bed opposite his. They had a passing ac-

quaintance, having shared room 51 a week or ten days ago. Keim men-
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tioned the news: “I asked him if he had heard of the assassination of the 

President, and he said he had; that it was an awful affair.” 

At 1:30 a.m., Stanton sent a telegram to Major General 

John A. Dix in New York. It contained the first details of the assassina-

tion: 

Last evening about 10:30 p.m. at Ford’s Theatre the 

President while sitting in his private box with Mrs. Lincoln, 

Miss Harris and Major Rathbun [sic] was shot by an assassin 

who suddenly entered the box and approached behind 

the President. The assassin then leaped upon the Stage 

brandishing a large dagger or knife and made his escape in the 

rear of the theater. The Pistol ball entered the back of the 

President’s head and penetrated nearly through the head. The 

wound is mortal. The President has been insensible ever since 

it was inflicted and is now dying. 

About the same hour an assassin (whether the same or 

another) entered Mr. Seward’s house and under pretense of 

having a prescription, was shown to the Secretary’s sick 

chamber, the Secretary was in bed a nurse and Miss Seward 

with him. The assassin immediately rushed to the bed infl icted 

two or three stabs on the throat and two on the face. It is hoped 

the wounds may not be mortal my apprehension is that they 

will prove fatal. The noise alarmed Mr. Frederick Seward who 

was in an adjoining room & hastened to the door of his father’s 

room, where he met the assassin who inflicted upon him one or 

more dangerous wounds. The recovery of Frederick Seward is 

doubtful. It is not probable that the President will live through 

the night. General Grant & wife were advertised to be at the 

theater this evening, but he started to Burlington at 6 o’clock 

this evening. 
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At a cabinet meeting yesterday at which General Grant 

was present, the subject of the State of the Country & the 

prospect of speedy peace was discussed. The President was very 

cheerful & hopeful spoke very kindly of General Lee and others 

of the Confederacy, and the prospect of establishment of 

government in Virginia. 

The members of the Cabinet except Mr. Seward are now in 

attendance upon the President. I have seen Mr. Seward but he 

& Frederick were both unconscious. 

Soon the wires sang back with messages to Stanton from military 

commanders. We have received your news. We are obeying your orders. 

John Wilkes Booth could be heading anywhere: to Baltimore, the city 

where Lincoln was almost murdered in 1861, to his friends and old 

haunts there. To New York, disloyal capital of American commerce. Or 

farther north, to Canada, seat of operations for the Confederate Secret 

Service. Booth could be anywhere. The government would have to 

search for him everywhere. At 2:00 a.m., Major General Halleck, the ar-

my’s chief of staff, telegraphed General W. W. Morris, commanding the 

District of Baltimore: “Attempts have been made to-night to assassinate 

the President and Secretary of State. Arrest all persons who leave Wash-

ington to-night on any road or by water, and hold them till further or-

ders. In the meantime report as to each person arrested.” At 3:00 a.m., 

Stanton wrote out another telegram to General Morris from his post 

at the Petersen house: “Make immediate arrangements for guarding 

thoroughly every avenue leading into Baltimore, and if possible arrest 

J. Wilkes Booth, the murderer of Abraham Lincoln. You will acknowl-

edge the receipt of this telegram, giving time, & c. Edwin M. Stanton, 

Secretary of War.” Before Major Eckert handed the order over to a mes-

senger to run over to the War Department telegraph office, he added a 

quick postscript in his own hand, addressed to the operators: “Bates, 

Stewart, or Maynard: Rush this through and order the immediate deliv-

ery.” Despite Eckert’s demand, it took fi fty-five minutes for the message 
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to travel from Stanton’s table in the back parlor at the Petersen house 

into Morris’s hands in Baltimore. He wrote his response at 4:15 a.m.: 

“Your dispatch received. The most vigourous measures will be taken. 

Every avenue is guarded. No trains or boats will be permitted to leave.” 

From Baltimore, Provost Marshal James L. McPhail sent an order to 

B. B. Hough at Saint Inigoes, Maryland: “The President is murdered: 

Mr. Seward and son nearly so. One of the murderers, J. Wilkes Booth, 

actor, played at Holliday Street a year ago. Twenty-five years old, fi ve 

feet eight inches high, dark hair and mustache. He took the direction 

from Washington toward Saint Mary’s and Calvert Counties. Use all at-

tempts to secure him.” 

Back in Washington, General Halleck, perhaps overly optimistic, 

made plans to imprison the assassins. In Halleck’s defense, if Booth was 

captured, the army would have to sequester him carefully to protect 

him from Lincoln’s avengers—rampaging mobs of vigilantes who 

might storm the Old Capitol prison—should they discover that the as-

sassin was jailed there. It was too risky to imprison Booth anywhere on 

land. Halleck issued an order to General Augur: “Should either of the 

assassins of last night be caught put them in double irons and convey 

them, under a strong escort, to the commander of the navy-yard, who 

has orders to receive them and to confine them on a monitor to be an-

chored in the stream.” A watery moat would protect Booth from the 

angry citizens of Washington. 

Water was the secretary of the navy’s element, so Gideon Welles is-

sued instructions personally to Commodore J. B. Montgomery at the 

Navy Yard: “If the military authorities arrest the murderer of the Presi-

dent and take him to the yard, put him on a monitor and anchor her in 

the stream, with strong guard on vessel, wharf, and in yard. Call upon 

commandant of Marine Corps for guard. Have vessel immediately pre-

pared to receive him at any hour, day or night, with necessary instruc-

tions. He will be heavily ironed and so guarded as to prevent escape or 

injury to himself.” Welles could hardly allow Booth to commit suicide 

aboard one of his ships. Just to be sure, Welles also sent an order to 
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Colonel Zeilin, commandant of the Marine Corps: “Have extra strong 

and careful guard ready for special service, if called for.” The army, the 

navy, and the marine corps were ready. Now all they had to do was catch 

John Wilkes Booth, Lewis Powell, John H. Surratt, David Herold, and 

George Atzerodt. 

Halleck telegrammed Major General Ord in Richmond: “Attempts 

have been made to-night to assassinate the President and Secretary of 

State. Arrest all persons who may enter your lines by water or land.” 

Late that day General Grant, now back in Washington, sent Ord a tele-

gram ordering him to arrest all paroled Confederate officers and sur-

geons. “Extreme rigor,” Grant warned, “will have to be observed whilst 

assassination remains the order of the day with the rebels.” 

Arrest everyone? a skeptical Ord wired back to Grant—even Gen-

eral Lee and his staff? That would be dangerous and unwise, Ord cau-

tioned, and might incite a violent uprising in the former Confederate 

capital if rebel soldiers and the local citizenry feared that their hero 

Robert E. Lee was in danger: “Should I arrest them under the circum-

stances,” Ord continued, “I think the rebellion here would be reopened.” 

Grant relented: “On reflection I withdraw my dispatch.” 

The doctors continued their useless ministrations to 

the dying president. They probed the wound with their bare, unsanitary 

fingers, sticking their pinkies inside Lincoln’s brain. They deployed the 

Nelaton probe to locate the bullet for possible extraction, as if that 

would have helped Lincoln. They poured a little brandy into their pa-

tient’s mouth to see if he could retain and swallow it. That unnecessary 

experiment sent Lincoln into a spasm of coughing that almost choked 

him to death. Eventually the assembled physicians gave up their tinker-

ing and contented themselves to observe, monitoring Lincoln’s vital 

signs. Dr. Ezra Abbott, one of a dozen physicians who rushed to Lin-

coln’s deathbed, took notes on his pulse and respiration. 

An emotional Dr. Leale held the president’s hand: “Knowledge that 
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frequently just before departure recognition and reason return to those 

who have been unconscious, caused me for several hours to hold the 

president’s right hand firmly within my grasp, to let him in his blindness 

know, if possible, that he was in touch with humanity and had a friend.” 

While Lincoln yet lived, the manhunt began. Soldiers 

and detectives rushed to Booth’s room, number 228, at the National 

Hotel. Of course Booth was gone, but they searched his trunk and dis-

covered an incredible and mysterious letter signed only “Sam” that 

pointed to a large conspiracy against the government. 

Several blocks from the National, just a few hours after the assassi-

nation, a raiding party showed up at Mary Surratt’s boardinghouse. In 

the bedlam in the streets outside Ford’s Theatre and the Petersen house, 

one or more anonymous tipsters reported that John Wilkes Booth and 

John H. Surratt Jr. were intimates, and that Mrs. Surratt’s boarding-

house was just a few blocks away. Lewis J. Weichmann, a boarder and 

school friend of John Surratt, was the first to respond to the patrol’s 

arrival. 

“I heard the front door bell ring very violently.” Weichmann pulled 

on a pair of pants and went to the front door. Without opening the door, 

he spoke to the caller on the other side. 

“Who is there?” 

“Detectives,” was the reply, “come to search the house for John 

Wilkes Booth and John Surratt.” 

“They are not here,” Weichmann answered. 

“Let us in anyhow.” They wanted to search the house. 

Weichmann retreated from the front door and knocked on Mary 

Surratt’s fi rst-floor bedroom door. 

“Here, Mrs. Surratt, are detectives who have come to search the 

house.” 

“For God’s sake! Let them come in. I expected the house to be 

searched.” 
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Weichmann returned to the front hall and unlocked the door. 

John Clarvoe, James A. McDevitt, Daniel R. P. Bigley, and John F. 

Kelly entered the house. “They explored the house from top to bottom,” 

recalled Weichmann, “going into the rooms occupied by the young la-

dies and looking to see who they were.” 

When the detectives got to Weichmann’s room, he asked, “Gentle-

men, what is the matter? What does this searching of the house mean?” 

Clarvoe replied: “Do you pretend that you do not know what has 

happened?” 

Weichmann said he did not. 

“Then I will tell you. John Wilkes Booth has shot the President and 

John Surratt has assassinated the Secretary of State.” 

“My God, I see it all,” Weichmann blurted out. 

Weichmann told the detectives that John Surratt was in Canada, and 

he offered to do anything in his power to assist their investigation. 

When Clarvoe asked Mary where her son was, she said she did not 

know. When he responded skeptically, she retorted that during this war, 

many mothers did not know where their sons were. 

Weichmann asked McDevitt how they came to Mrs. Surratt’s so 

soon after the assassination. The detective said that a man on the street 

said, “If you want to find out all about this business go to Mrs. Surratt’s 

house on H Street.” 

Out of earshot from the detectives, Anna Surratt revealed her fear. 

“Oh, Ma! Mr. Weichmann is right; just think of that man having been 

here an hour before the assassination. I am afraid it will bring suspicion 

upon us.” 

“Anna, come what will. I am resigned,” Mary replied. “I think that J. 

Wilkes Booth was only an instrument in the hands of the Almighty to 

punish this proud and licentious people.” 

After the detectives left, Weichmann returned to his room and did 

not sleep any more that night. 

At breakfast with the Surratts the next morning, Weichmann de-

plored the assassination, and suggested that Booth’s many visits to their 
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home would provoke an official investigation. Anna Surratt interrupted 

him, saying that the death of Lincoln “was no worse than that of the 

meanest nigger in the army.” Weichmann disagreed. “I told her that I 

thought she would find out differently.” 

Throughout the night and into the early morning, 

Mary Lincoln made regular pilgrimages from the front parlor to her 

husband’s bedside. Around 3:00 a.m., as Mary sat beside him, the presi-

dent emitted a horrible, loud sound, and he gasped for breath. Fright-

ened, Mary wailed: “Oh! That my little Taddy might see his father before 

he died!” Then, according to a witness, “she sprang up suddenly with a 

piercing cry and fell fainting upon the floor.” Stanton, unnerved by her 

cry (and fearing that the president had just died), rushed in from the 

adjoining room and with raised arms called out loudly, “Take that 

woman out and do not let her in again.” She did not deserve that cru-

elty. It did not matter: Stanton was obeyed. 

Stanton returned to the back parlor and drafted another telegram: 

Washington City, 

No. 458 Tenth Street, Apl 15, 1865—3 a.m. 

Major-General Dix: 

New York, 

The President still breathes, but is quite insensible, as he 

has been ever since he was shot. He evidently did not see the 

person who shot him but was looking on the stage as he was 

approached from behind. 

Mr. Seward has rallied, and it is hoped that he may live. 

Frederick Seward’s condition is very critical. The attendant 

who was present was stabbed through the lungs, and is not 

expected to live. The wounds of Major Seward are not serious. 

Investigation strongly indicates J. Wilkes Booth as the assassin 
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of the President. Whether it was the same or a different person 

that attempted to murder Mr. Seward remains in doubt. 

Chief Justice Cartter is engaged in taking the evidence. Every 

exertion has been made to prevent the escape of the murderer. 

His horse has been found on the road, near Washington. 

Edwin M. Stanton 

Sec. Of War 

Stanton reached for a clean sheet of paper and wrote another tele-

gram. 

WAR DEPARTMENT 

Washington, April 15, 1865—3 a.m. 

Brigadier-General MORRIS 

Commanding District of Baltimore: 

Make immediate arrangements for guarding thoroughly 

every avenue leading into Baltimore, and if possible arrest 

J. Wilkes Booth, the murderer of President Lincoln. You will 

acknowledge the receipt of this telegram, giving time, &c. 

EDWIN M. STANTON 

Secretary of War 

Booth needed a friend on the lonely road from Sur-

rattsville to points south. After riding half the night, he and David Her-

old neared their destination—an isolated farmhouse in Charles County, 

Maryland, a few miles north of a small village named Bryantown. A 

city-dwelling night rider unfamiliar with the sparsely populated region 

might have continued down the road and missed the turnoff to the 

house in the dark, predawn hours of April 15, but Booth spurred his 

mount forward confidently, found the way, and guided Davey up the 

path toward the handsome, well-built, two-story frame dwelling that 
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glowed a pale, ghostly white in the distance. Booth recognized their 

sanctuary at once. He had been here before. 

It was 4:00 a.m., fewer than six hours since Booth shot the president, 

and he and David Herold hadn’t seen a soul in miles. This was an auspi-

cious omen for a man who, within a few hours, would be damned in the 

morning newspapers as the most wanted man in America. They could 

rest here, the assassin reassured his faithful companion. This would not 

be like their rushed, five-minute interlude at Surratt’s tavern, which was 

much too close to Washington and possible pursuers. Here, farther 

south, and deeper into the night of this remote countryside, they could 

tarry, rest, eat, and even sleep. And Booth could obtain medical care for 

his injured leg, plagued, he was now certain, by a broken bone. He also 

needed desperately to renew his strength after having been awake for 

almost twenty-four hours. He was dog tired, and his weary body ached 

from five bumpy hours on horseback. 

By this time, the War Department had expanded the search beyond 

the vicinity of Washington, activating manhunters in places as distant 

as Delaware and Pennsylvania. In Wilmington, the commanding offi -

cer, Brigadier General J. R. Kenly, received this telegram: “J. Wilkes 

Booth, tragedian, is the murderer of Mr. Lincoln. No trains will be per-

mitted to leave this city. Do your utmost to preserve order and keep a 

sharp lookout for Booth. Report your action.” In Philadelphia, Major 

General George Cadwalader was warned by Halleck: “Attempts have 

been made to-night to assassinate the President and Secretary of State. 

Arrest all persons who leave Washington to-night and hold them till 

further orders.” 

Closer to Washington, General Augur ordered General J. P. Slough, 

military governor of Alexandria, Virginia, to join the hunt: “The mur-

derer of the President is undoubtedly J. Wilkes Booth, the actor. The 

other party is a smooth-faced man, quite stout. You had better have a 

squad of cavalry sent down toward the Occoquan to intercept anything 

crossing the river. The fisherman along the river should be notifi ed and 

kept on the lookout.” Slough complied within the hour: “All of the or-
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ders received during the night from you have been obeyed, except the 

sending of cavalry toward the Occoquan, which will be done as soon as a 

sufficient number can be assembled. The river and shore from Alexan-

dria to Washington are abundantly patrolled, and are all active and vigi-

lant. A tug-boat will start soon to notify the fi sheries.”Augur emphasized 

the river’s importance in a second order to Slough:“It is possible that the 

parties have crossed the river. Patrol the river. Intercept all boats and ves-

sels. Allow no one to pass down the river unless well known.” 

Booth and Herold left the main road and approached the farm-

house, a quarter mile ahead. The moist, spring night air was still and 

eerily silent. No barking dogs warned of their approach, and the slow, 

quiet pacing of their horses’ hooves failed to arouse the six occupants— 

a man and wife and their four young children—or the three hired hands 

who slept nearby in the dependencies. 

Herold dismounted, handed his reins off to Booth, and walked to-

ward the house. The assassin remained in his saddle, alert for any sounds 

of danger. No lamplight shone through the window glass into the front 

yard. Davey would have to wake up the people inside. He knocked on 

the front door and listened for signs of life. Nothing. No one answered. 

Herold pounded the door harder, then returned to Booth’s side. This 

time his knocking penetrated the stout barrier and echoed through the 

fi ve fi rst-floor rooms and pricked the ears of the couple slumbering in 

the back bedroom. 

The loud rapping worried the farmer: “I was very much alarmed at 

this, fearing it might be somebody who had come there not for any 

good purpose”—or so he would claim later. He rose from his bed and, 

without lighting a telltale candle or oil lamp, walked to the front door. 

“Who’s there?” he called to the person on the other side. Two strangers, 

replied a young man’s voice, hailing from St. Mary’s County and on 

their way to Washington. One of their horses had fallen, the man 

claimed, throwing the rider and breaking his leg. Hesitating, the farmer 

peered through a window and, satisfied, unlocked the door. 

In the front yard he found two men about twenty paces away, stand-
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ing under a cedar tree, “one on a horse led by the other man who had 

tied his horse to a tree near by.” John Wilkes Booth watched as the door 

opened, and a man stepped toward him. The assassin eyed him warily 

until the figure got close, and then relaxed at the sight of a familiar face. 

The farmer helped Booth get down from his horse, offering support 

when the fugitive’s body weight bore down on his injured leg. Booth’s 

feet touched the ground. Exhausted and grimacing in pain, but relieved 

and grateful, Booth staggered into the arms of Dr. Samuel A. Mudd. 

Their faces now inches apart, Mudd helped Booth limp up the front 

steps and ushered him into his home. Davey stayed outside, proposing 

to take charge of the horses until they could be stabled. Mudd woke 

Frank Washington, his hired “colored man”—emancipation had robbed 

the doctor of his slaves months ago—and ordered him to put the ani-

mals in the stable. In a few minutes, Herold trailed Booth into Dr. 

Mudd’s farmhouse. Herold was a stranger to Mudd—the doctor had 

never laid eyes on him before—but Davey’s master was not. 

The chain of events that led John Wilkes Booth to the 

threshold of Dr. Samuel A. Mudd in the predawn hours of April 15, 

1865, began six months earlier in faraway Montreal, Canada. By late 

1864, Booth had taken steps to consummate his fantastic scheme to 

kidnap President Lincoln. He attempted to recruit conspirators in dis-

loyal, wartime New York City, a Copperhead stronghold that Walt Whit-

man described as corrupted by the “scent of thievery, druggies, foul 

play, and prostitution gangrened.” Naturally, Booth knew the city well. 

New York was the national capital of the American stage, and he was on 

intimate terms with its players—the actors, managers, and employees 

of the theatre, along with the establishments—and female fans—who 

catered to them. 

North of New York was Canada, a major base of operations for the 

Confederate Secret Service. In Montreal, nests of rebel agents armed 

with plans and gold were busy fomenting anti-Union conspiracies. The 
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promise of aid and comfort beckoned Booth across the border. But 

more than cash, the actor sought contacts. He wanted to tap into the 

established network of Confederate operatives and couriers stretching 

from Washington to Richmond, and points beyond. He and his own 

little band could manage to snatch Lincoln, but kidnapping the presi-

dent would not be enough. They would have to get him out of Wash-

ington. And to spirit Lincoln south to Richmond on horseback or by 

carriage, a distance of nearly one hundred miles, Booth needed help. He 

needed no less than a rebel version of the hated “underground railroad” 

that transported runaway slaves north to freedom. Booth’s railroad, 

however, would run in reverse, by taking south the tyrant who dared 

free the slaves. To pull off his daring plan to kidnap the president, Booth 

needed loyal Confederate agents and safe houses located at strategic 

points along the route. 

In October 1864, Booth ventured north into Canada to fi nd the 

Confederate agents who could ensure his success. On October 18, he 

checked into the St. Lawrence Hall hotel. During his nine nights in the 

city, he met secretly with a number of rebels, foremost among them 

Patrick Charles Martin. Martin, a blockade runner, was once a liquor 

dealer in Baltimore, a city that Booth knew well and would soon turn to 

for recruits. The actor entrusted Martin with his theatrical wardrobe, 

an extremely valuable property in an age when all the great thespians 

traveled with trunks overflowing with fabulous, custom-made cos-

tumes. Booth wanted the wardrobe sent south aboard a sailing vessel. 

Once he kidnapped Lincoln, he could hardly return to the North to re-

claim the professional tools of his trade. Martin agreed to handle the 

matter. 

Martin also provided an infinitely more valuable service—the 

names of two prominent residents of Charles County, Maryland, who 

would help Booth execute his plan. Even better, Martin offered to write 

letters of introduction vouchsafing the actor’s devotion to the Confed-

eracy and requesting aid. Before John Wilkes Booth left Montreal for 

New York City on October 27, 1864, Patrick Martin gave him two let-
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ters, one addressed to Dr. William Queen, and the other to Dr. Samuel 

A. Mudd. 

Mudd was thirty-two years old and had attended Georgetown Col-

lege. He received his M.D. from the University of Maryland in 1858. He 

and his thirty-year-old wife, Sarah Frances, lived on a 218-acre farm 

with their four young children, three boys and a girl, aged between one 

and six years old. In 1859, he built a handsome new farmhouse and en-

joyed life as a physician-farmer. He was anti-Union, antiblack, and the 

owner of up to eleven slaves before emancipation freed them. 

By November 9, Booth was back in Washington at his primary lair, 

the National Hotel. Two days later, eager to pursue Patrick Martin’s 

contacts, he traveled by stage to the Bryantown Tavern in Charles 

County, Maryland. A combination saloon, inn, and post offi ce—not 

unlike Surratt’s Tavern—the establishment was known among Confed-

erate operatives and sympathizers as a reliable safe house and place to 

exchange information. To the curious, the actor explained the trip as 

merely an exploration for real estate to purchase on speculation. Booth 

was known for his speculative investments in Pennsylvania oil fi elds, so 

it was credible when he passed himself off as merely a real estate inves-

tor. He found Dr. Queen quickly and spent the night of November 12 at 

his farm. 

Booth told Queen about the kidnapping plot, and Queen agreed to 

help. The whole county was anti-Lincoln—in the presidential election 

of 1860 Abraham Lincoln won 6 votes out of a total of 1,197 cast—and 

was home to a number of Confederate agents, operatives, and couriers. 

Queen would have no trouble, he assured Booth, in identifying those 

sympathetic to his plan. And tomorrow, at church, he would introduce 

the actor to one of them, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd. In the meantime, Queen 

had to get word to Dr. Mudd to attend Sunday services at St. Mary’s 

Catholic Church, Dr. Queen’s parish, instead of St. Peter’s, Mudd’s cus-

tomary place of worship. 

The Queen family took Booth to church with them on Sunday 

morning, November 13, 1864, and John C. Thompson, Dr. Queen’s 
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son-in-law, made the fateful introduction, presenting Booth to Dr. 

Mudd. The next day Booth returned to Washington by stage and 

checked in at the National. 

On December 17, 1864, Booth returned to Charles County to visit 

his new friends and to meet another one. He spent the night at Dr. 

Queen’s and the next morning attended church with the family. Again, 

Dr. Mudd appeared at St. Mary’s. Booth embellished his cover story. 

Now, in addition to looking for farmland to purchase, he said he wanted 

to buy a horse. That part of his story was actually true—Booth did need 

horses for the kidnapping gang he hoped to assemble. He could easily 

have purchased mounts in Washington, but shopping for them in 

Charles County gave him an excuse to travel to Bryantown. Samuel 

Mudd was happy to offer assistance. After church Booth rode home 

with the doctor and spent the night of December 18 at his farm. 

The next day Mudd introduced his guest to one of his neighbors, 

George Gardiner, who sold him a peculiar, one-eyed horse. At the 

Bryantown Tavern, Mudd also introduced Booth to a much more im-

portant friend—the prominent Confederate operative Thomas Harbin. 

Harbin’s job would be to help Booth after the kidnapper and his prize 

continued south through Charles County and approached the lower 

Potomac for a river crossing. Harbin joined the conspiracy, and on De-

cember 22, Booth rode the one-eyed horse back to Washington. 

Dr. Mudd had served Booth well in Charles County, but now the ac-

tor needed the doctor’s help in Washington. A Confederate courier 

named John H. Surratt Jr. operated out of his mother’s boardinghouse 

on H Street and from her country tavern at Surrattsville, Maryland, 

about twelve miles south of Washington and located at a strategic point 

along Booth’s likely escape route. Booth asked Mudd if he would come 

to the capital city on December 23 and introduce him to Surratt. Mudd 

agreed and called on Booth at the National Hotel the next day. Together 

they walked to Mary Surratt’s boardinghouse, but before they got there, 

Mudd spotted John Surratt and another man walking toward them on 

Seventh Street. Mudd introduced Booth to Surratt, and the actor in-
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vited everyone—Mudd, Surratt, and Louis Weichmann, Surratt’s friend 

and a boarder at the H Street house—back to his room at the National 

for drinks and private conversation. Booth recruited Surratt into the 

conspiracy and soon became a frequent H Street visitor, where he be-

friended Surratt’s widowed mother, Mary, and his impressionable 

young sister, Anna. 

His work done, Samuel Mudd returned to his farm just before 

Christmas 1864 and awaited further word from Booth, which never ar-

rived. Lincoln’s second inauguration came and went on March 4, 1865, 

Richmond fell on April 3, and Lee surrendered on April 9, but Dr. Mudd 

saw no more of Booth. Yes, Booth had sent liquor and supplies to 

Mudd’s farm for hiding until the day came, but it never did, and Booth 

never returned to call for them. Given the disastrous events of April 

1865, Mudd assumed that Union victory had overtaken Booth, and that 

the actor surely had abandoned his scheme to kidnap the president. 

Now, four months later, Booth was here again, 

though the doctor, standing in the pitch black of his front yard, did not 

know it yet. Once inside, Mudd guided the stranger to the upholstered 

settee in the front parlor. Booth sat, rotated his fatigued body, and im-

mediately reclined into the soft, welcoming fabric. Mudd struck a 

match. The tiny flame hinted at no more than the vague outline of a 

human form lying upon the settee. Mudd lit an oil lamp and dialed the 

flame up to permit a proper examination of his new patient. Their eyes 

locked in recognition and in an instant the doctor knew the identity of 

the man who lay prostrate before him. How could he fail to recognize 

the stage star’s familiar thick, black hair, porcelain pale complexion, 

trademark moustache, and striking good looks? But what on earth, he 

wondered, was Booth doing here, in the middle of the night? Booth saw 

no reason to tell him, at least not yet. So, unlike at Surratt’s tavern, 

where, just four hours ago, the assassin had boasted promiscuously to 

John Lloyd, this time he held his tongue. 
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Before Mudd could proceed with examination and treatment, he 

would have to pry the tall, thigh-high cavalry boot off Booth’s left leg. 

Booth was in no condition to remove it. Mudd stood at one end of the 

settee, took firm grip of the heel and sole, and tugged. Booth’s jaw 

clamped tight in pain. The boot would not budge. Mudd tried to rock 

the pliable leather past Booth’s ankle but the boot held fast, as though it 

had been cemented to his foot. In a way, it had. The injury had caused 

Booth’s tissue to swell up and create a skintight seal that could not be 

broken without inflicting agony upon the patient and possibly aug-

menting the damage. 

Mudd reached for a surgical knife, its shiny steel blade glinting un-

der the lamp’s yellow flame. If he could not pull the boot free, then he 

would cut it off. He sliced a longitudinal, six-inch incision along the top 

of the boot near the ankle, careful not to cut too deep and open Booth’s 

soft flesh. Mudd set the instrument aside, seized the boot fi rmly, and 

pulled slowly. This time it slipped off. He dropped the boot to the fl oor, 

removed Booth’s sock, pushed his pant leg up his calf, and began the 

examination. 

David Herold interrupted and told Mudd that they were in a hurry. 

“His friend urged me to attend to his leg as soon as possible, as they 

were very anxious to get to Washington,” Mudd noted. The doctor 

worked his fingers slowly along Booth’s calf, ankle, and foot, feeling for 

bone beneath muscles, tendons, and tissue. He found it quickly, a bro-

ken fibula near the left ankle. The diagnosis was elementary: Mudd in-

formed Booth that he had suffered a “ ‘direct fracture’—one bone 

broken about two inches above the ankle joint.” The doctor did “not 

regard it as a peculiarly painful or dangerous wound,” reassuring Booth 

that he “did not find the adjoining bone fractured in any way . . . there 

was nothing resembling a compound fracture.” 

And yes, Mudd could treat the injury, but he possessed no splints for 

broken bones and improvised. He rummaged around for an old band-

box. “I had no proper paste-board for making splints . . . [so] I . . . took a 
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piece of the bandbox and split it in half, doubled it at right angles, and 

took some paste and pasted it into a splint.” Dr. Mudd finished his work 

within three-quarters of an hour. 

It was about 5:00 a.m. now. Booth knew he should press on. If fed-

eral troops were lucky enough to pick up his scent, they could capture 

him at Dr. Mudd’s by first light. David Herold spoke up again. If Booth 

could not ride, Davey pondered, perhaps Dr. Mudd could help them 

find another mode of transportation?: “[Herold] enquired if they could 

not reach some point on the Potomac, where they could get a boat to 

Washington.” Booth considered his options. Yes, he could ride on, but 

how much more could he and the horses take, given their present con-

dition, and how far could they run without breaking down? And the 

morning sun’s first light would expose the assassin to great danger on 

the open road. Satisfied that no one in Mudd’s locale—including the 

doctor himself—knew about the assassination yet, Booth calculated his 

next move. The assassin knew he was still traveling ahead of the news, 

but he also knew that soon the news would spread and overtake him, 

making the daylight hours unsafe for travel. 

Booth weighed the risks and chose sanctuary. No one in the world 

knew he’d gone to Dr. Mudd’s this night. He hadn’t known that he’d go 

there himself until after he shot Lincoln and injured his leg. Better to 

hide out and chance discovery than be caught in open country at sun-

rise. They would spend what few hours remained of this night at the 

farm, rest there until the evening of Saturday, April 15, and then, once 

more, vanish into the night. 

Mudd invited Booth and Herold to remain in the house, enticing 

his guests with visions of soft mattresses and beds, and leading them 

from the parlor to the front-hall staircase. Booth grasped the railing 

tightly, supporting himself while Mudd aided his ascent to the second 

floor. The doctor offered them a room to share, bade them good night, 

descended the stairs, and returned to his wife. The men will spend the 

night, he informed her. Unbeknownst to Mudd, he had just extended 
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his hospitality to Lincoln’s assassin and his accomplice. Mudd stepped 

outside, walked around his farmyard giving instructions to his hired 

hands for the day’s work, and returned to bed. 

Their secret safe from the Mudds, and their whereabouts a mystery 

to the manhunters, Davey and Booth collapsed into their beds. As Booth 

drifted off to sleep, he still did not know whether his master plan had 

succeeded or failed. Had George Atzerodt and Lewis Powell carried out 

their missions and assassinated Vice President Johnson and Secretary 

of State Seward? And what of the president—had Booth killed Abra-

ham Lincoln, or did the tyrant still live? 

While Booth slept the first cavalry patrol rode south from Washing-

ton, heading for Piscataway, Maryland. Soon this contingent from the 

Thirteenth New York Cavalry, commanded by Lieutenant David Dana, 

would ride close to Dr. Mudd’s farm. Booth had about seven hours. 



Chapter Five 
“Find the Murderers” 

No more dreams came to Abraham Lincoln during the 

night of his deep, last sleep at the Petersen house. His brain was 

dead and beyond the reach of any nocturnal imaginings. His soul would 

soon embark on the journey that he had traveled many times before in 

his recurring dream. Soon he would travel farther than he ever had be-

fore, finally reaching the indistinct shore that, to him, foretold the com-

ing of great events. 

By 4:00 a.m. Edwin Stanton was sure that he was dealing with a con-

spiracy. The evidence seized in Booth’s hotel room included a mysteri-

ous letter that seemed to foretell the assassination. 

Hookstown, Balto Co. 

March 27th, 1865. 

Dear John: 

Was business so important that you could not remain in 

Balto till I saw you. I came in as soon as I could, but found you 

had gone to W___n. I called to see Mike, but learned from his 

mother he had gone out with you and had not returned. I 

concluded therefore he had gone with you. How inconsiderate 

you have been. When I left you, you stated we would not 
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meet in a month or so. Therefore I made application for 

employment, an answer to which I shall receive during the 

week. I told my parents I had ceased with you. Can I then 

under existing circumstances, come as you request. You 

know full well that the G___t. suspicions something is going 

on there. Therefore, the undertaking is becoming more 

complicated. Why not for the present desist, for various 

reasons, which if you look into, you can readily see, without 

my making any mention thereof. You, nor any one can censure 

me for my present course. You have been its cause, for how can 

I now come after telling them I had left you. Suspicion rests 

upon me now from my whole family, and even parties in the 

country. I will be compelled to leave home nay how, and how 

soon I care not. None, no not one, were more in for the 

enterprise than myself, and to day would be there, had you 

not done as you have—by this I mean, manner of proceeding. 

I am, as you well know, in need. I am, you may say, in rags 

whereas to day I ought to be well clothed. I do not feel right 

stalking about with means, and more from appearances a 

beggar. I feel my dependence, but even all this would and was 

forgotten, for I was one with you. Time more propitious will 

arrive yet. Do not act rashly or in haste. I would prefer you 

first query, “go and see how it will be taken at R___d,” and ere 

long I shall be better prepared to again be with you. I dislike 

writing, and would sooner verbally make known my views. Yet 

your non writing causes me thus to proceed. Do not in anger 

peruse this. Weigh all I have said, and as a rational man and 

a FRIEND, you can not censure or upbraid my conduct. I 

sincerely trust this nor aught else that shall or may occur, will 

ever be an obstacle to obliterate our former friendship and 

attachment. Write me to Balto as I expect to be about 

Wednesday or Thursday. Or if you can possibly come on, 
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I will Tuesday meet you in Balto. At B___, Ever I subscribe 

myself. 

Your friend, 

Sam. 

The recovery of this letter, which Booth had carelessly—or possibly 

willfully, given his incriminating letter to the National Intelligencer— 

failed to destroy, was a stunning development. Stanton realized that it 

brimmed with clues: Booth had at least two conspirators named “Sam” 

and “Mike”; Sam was in Baltimore; the assassination was premeditated, 

planned before March 27; and the Confederacy might be involved. 

What else could “see how it will be taken in Richmond” mean? 

The Daily Morning Chronicle, one of Washington’s major papers, 

described the frantic beginning of the manhunt: 

No sooner had the dreadful event been announced in the 

street, than Superintendent Richards and his assistants were 

at work to discover the assassins. In a few moments the tele-

graph had aroused the . . . police force of the city. . . . Every 

measure of precaution was taken to preserve order in the 

city, and every street was patrolled. At the request of Mr. 

Richards General Augur sent horses to mount the police. Ev-

ery road out of Washington was picketed, and every possible 

avenue of escape thoroughly guarded. Steamboats about to 

depart down the Potomac were stopped. 

As it is suspected that this conspiracy originated in Mary-

land, the telegraph flashed the mournful news to Baltimore, 

and all the cavalry was immediately put upon active duty. 

Every road was picketed, and every precaution taken to pre-

vent the escape of the assassins. 

Stanton sent another telegram to General Dix telling him about the 

new evidence and updating him on Lincoln’s condition: 



1 3 6  �  M A N H U N T  

Washington City, 

No. 458 Tenth Street, April 15, 1865—4.10 a.m. 

Major-General Dix: 

The President continues insensible and is sinking. 

Secretary Seward remains without change. Frederick Seward’s 

skull is fractured in two places besides a severe cut upon the 

head. The attendant is alive, but hopeless. Major Seward’s 

wounds are not dangerous. 

It is now ascertained with reasonable certainty that two 

assassins were engaged in the horrible crime, Wilkes Booth 

being the one that shot the President the other a companion of 

his whose name is not known but whose description is so clear 

that he can hardly escape. It appears from a letter found in 

Booth’s trunk that the murder was planned before the 4th of 

March but fell through then because the accomplice backed 

out until Richmond could be heard from. Booth and his 

accomplice were at the livery stable at 6 this evening, and left 

there with their horse about 10 o’clock, or shortly before that 

hour. It would seem that they had for several days been seeking 

their chance, but for some unknown reason it was not carried 

into effect until last night. One of them has evidently made his 

way to Baltimore, the other has not yet been traced. 

At the Petersen house Dr. Abbott recorded melancholy statistics in 

the minutes he kept that night: “5:50 a.m., respiration 28, and regular 

sleeping.” 

“6:00 a.m., pulse failing, respiration 28.” 

At 6:00 a.m., a fainting sickness overcame Secretary of the Navy 

Welles. He had been cooped up in the claustrophobic Petersen house all 

night. Welles rose from his bedside chair, where he had sat listening to 

the sound of Lincoln’s breathing. Welles needed fresh air and decided to 
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go for a walk. When he got outside, stood on the top step, and looked 

down to the street, he witnessed a remarkable scene: thousands of citi-

zens, keeping their all-night vigil for their dying president. Welles de-

scended the turned staircase and walked among them. They recognized 

Lincoln’s bearded “Father Neptune,” and individual faces emerged from 

the crowd and spoke to him: “[They] stepped forward as I passed, to 

inquire into the condition of the President, and to ask if there was hope. 

Intense grief was on every countenance when I replied that the Presi-

dent could survive but a short time. The colored people especially—and 

there were at this time more of them, perhaps than of whites—were 

overwhelmed with grief.” After a while, Welles turned back: “It was a 

dark and gloomy morning, and rain set in before I returned to the 

house.” He wanted to be there at the end. 

“6:30 a.m., still failing and labored breathing.” 

“7:00 a.m., symptoms of immediate dissolution.” 

In Maryland, at the same hour, Lieutenant Dana arrived in Piscat-

away. Dana, although he held junior rank, had senior-level connections 

in Washington. His brother, Charles, was Lincoln’s assistant secretary of 

war and a confidant of Stanton. David Dana and his patrol from the 

Thirteenth New York Cavalry had left Washington two hours ago, at 

5:00 a.m. As soon as he reached Piscataway, he telegraphed Washington 

to report the progress of his early-morning expedition. “I arrived at this 

place at 7 a.m., and at once sent a man to Chapel Point to notify the cav-

alry at that point of the murder of the President, with description of the 

parties who committed the deed. With the arrangements which have 

been made it is impossible for them to get across the river in this direc-

tion.” Dana had already gotten his first tip, and he relayed it to head-

quarters: “I have reliable information that the person who murdered 

Secretary Seward is Boyce or Boyd, the man who killed Captain Wat-

kins in Maryland. I think it without doubt true.” Of course it wasn’t. 

Less than nine hours into the manhunt, Dana was pursuing the kind of 

false lead that would come to bedevil the manhunters in the days 

ahead. 



• • •  
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At the Petersen house, Abraham Lincoln began the 

death struggle. 

The end was coming on fast. Surgeon General Barnes placed his fi n-

ger on Lincoln’s carotid artery; Dr. Leale placed his finger on the presi-

dent’s right radial pulse; and Dr. Taft placed his hand over the heart. 

The doctors and nearly every man in the room fished out pocket 

watches on gold chains. It was 7:20 a.m., April 15, 1865. More than once, 

they thought that Lincoln had passed away. But the strong body resisted 

death and rallied again, as it had so many times through the long night. 

It was 7:21 a.m. Death was imminent. 

At 7:21 and 55 seconds, Abraham Lincoln drew his last breath. 

His heart stopped beating at 7:22 and 10 seconds. It was over. 

“He is gone; he is dead,” one of the doctors said. To the Reverend Dr. 

Gurley, the Lincoln family’s minister, it seemed that four or fi ve min-

utes passed “without the slightest noise or movement” by anyone in the 

room. “We all stood transfixed in our positions, speechless, around the 

dead body of that great and good man.” 

Edwin Stanton spoke first. He turned to his right and looked at Gur-

ley. “Doctor, will you say anything?” 

“I will speak to God,” replied the minister, “let us pray.” He sum-

moned up such a stirring prayer that later no one, not even Gurley, 

could remember what he said. James Tanner tried to scribble down the 

words, but at this crucial moment the lead tip of his only pencil snapped 

and he wasn’t able to write any more. 

Gurley finished and everyone murmured “Amen.” Then, no one 

dared to speak. 

Again Stanton broke the silence. “Now he belongs to the angels.” 

Edwin Stanton composed himself, reached for pen and paper, and 

wrote a single sentence. There was nothing else to say. It was the tele-

gram that would, as soon as a messenger ran it over to the War Depart-

ment for transmission, announce the sad news to the nation. 



“ f i n d  t h e  m u r d e r e r s ”  �   1 3 9  

WASHINGTON CITY, April 15, 1865. 

Major General Dix, 

New York: 

Abraham Lincoln died this morning at 22 minutes after 

7 o’clock. 

EDWIN M. STANTON 

One by one those who were there at the end quietly filed out of the 

little back bedroom. Reverend Dr. Gurley and Robert Lincoln told 

Mary. She would not go to the death chamber; she could not bear it. She 

never saw her husband’s face again. Around 9:00 a.m. she left the Pe-

tersen house. As she descended the stairs, coachman Francis Burke, who 

had waited all night to take the president home, readied to carry the 

widowed first lady there. Before she got in the carriage, she glared at 

Ford’s Theatre across the street: “That dreadful house . . . that dreadful 

house,” she moaned. 

The room was empty of all visitors now, save one. Edwin Stanton 

and the president were alone. The morning light streaming through the 

back windows raked across Lincoln’s still face. Stanton closed the blinds 

and approached the president’s body. He took from his pocket a small 

knife or pair of scissors and bent over Lincoln’s head. Gently he cut a 

generous lock of hair—more than one hundred strands—and sealed it 

in a plain, white envelope. Stanton signed his name in ink on the upper 

right corner, and then addressed the envelope: “To Mrs. Welles.” The 

lock was not for him, but a gift for Mary Jane Welles, wife of Secretary 

of the Navy Gideon Welles and one of Mary Lincoln’s few friends in 

Washington. In 1862, Mrs. Welles had helped nurse Willie Lincoln, ill 

with typhoid fever, until his death on February 20. Then, in the after-

math, Mary Jane did double duty, continuing to nurse Tad, also ill, while 

also caring for Mary Lincoln, helpless in her grief. Nine months later, in 

November 1863, the Welleses’ three-year-old son died of diphtheria. 

With that loss, Mary Jane Welles and Mary Lincoln shared a sadness 



1 4 0  �  M A N H U N T  

that brought them even closer. Within an hour of the assassination, 

Mary Lincoln had dispatched messengers to summon Mary Jane to her 

side. Stanton knew that if any woman in Washington deserved a sacred 

lock of the martyr’s hair it was Mary Jane Welles. Later, Mrs. Welles 

framed the cherished relic with dried flowers that had adorned the 

president’s coffin at the White House funeral. Lost in reverie, Lincoln’s 

god of war gazed down at his fallen chief and wept. Abraham Lincoln 

was gone.“To the angels.” 

It was time to take him home. Stanton ordered soldiers to go quickly 

and bring what was necessary to transport the body of the slain presi-

dent. He ordered another soldier to guard the door to the death room 

and to allow no one to enter and disturb the president’s body. When the 

soldiers returned from their errand and turned down Tenth Street, the 

crowd began to wail. The men carried a plain, pine box, the fi nal refuta-

tion of their hopes. They knew already, of course, that the president was 

dead. They had seen the cabinet secretaries leave the house, and then 

Mary Lincoln. But the sight of the crude, improvised coffin made it too 

real. It was finished. The box looked like a shipping crate, not a proper 

coffi n for a head of state. Lincoln would not have minded. He was al-

ways a man of simple tastes. This was the plain, roughly hewn coffi n of 

a rail-splitter. 

The men carried the box up the curving stairs and down the narrow 

hallway. Stanton supervised them as they rested the box on the fl oor. 

They unfurled an American flag and approached the president’s naked 

body. They wrapped him in the cotton bunting, and, if they followed 

custom, were careful to position the canton’s thirty-six, fi ve-pointed 

stars over his face. These were the national colors of the Union. During 

the war Lincoln insisted that the flag retain its full complement of stars, 

refusing to acknowledge that the seceded states had actually left the 

Union. They lifted the president from the bed, placed him in the box, 

and screwed down the lid. The only sound in the room was the squeak-

ing of the screws being tightened in their holes. 

Stanton nodded in assent. In unison, the men bent down and inched 
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their fingers under the bottom edges of the box; it had no pallbearers’ 

handles. They eased it up from the floor and began shuffling their feet 

down the narrow hallway to the front door. They carried the president 

into the street and loaded him onto the back of a simple, horse-drawn 

wagon. The driver snapped the reins and the modest procession, es-

corted by a small contingent of bareheaded officers on foot, took Abra-

ham Lincoln home to the White House. There were no bands, drums, 

or trumpets, just the cadence of horses’ hooves and the footsteps of the 

officers. Lincoln would have liked the simplicity. 

After Lincoln’s body was removed, Stanton and the other members 

of the cabinet—save Seward—met in the back parlor of the Petersen 

house. Andrew Johnson was not present when Lincoln died, so the cab-

inet sent to him an offi cial, written notification of the president’s death 

and of his succession to the presidency. They urged that the new presi-

dent be sworn in immediately, and Johnson sent back word that he 

would be pleased to take the oath of offi ce at 11:00 a.m. in his room at 

the Kirkwood. In the late morning of April 15, Chief Justice Chase and 

the officials in attendance found a changed man. Six weeks ago, an in-

toxicated Johnson had embarrassed himself by giving a foolish, ram-

bling speech on Inauguration Day. Lincoln forgave him and said no 

more about it. The morning of Lincoln’s death found Johnson sober, 

grave, dignified, and deeply moved. Given the tragic and unprecedented 

circumstances of his elevation to the presidency, it was decided collec-

tively that it would not be appropriate for him to deliver a formal, pub-

lic inaugural address. 

Between the time Lincoln died and his body was removed from 

the Petersen house, the first newspaper account of the assassination hit 

the streets of Washington. The Daily Morning Chronicle announced the 

terrible news with a series of headlines: “MURDER OF President Lin-

coln. / ATTEMPT TO ASSASSINATE THE SECRETARY OF STATE. / 

MANNER OF ASSASSINATION / Safety of Other Members of the 

Cabinet. / Description of the Assassin / THE POLICE INVESTIGA-

TION / THE SURGEONS’ LATEST REPORTS.” 
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Suspecting that the president’s entire cabinet had been marked for 

death, and hearing that a would-be assassin had been scared off from 

Stanton’s home, Chronicle reporters had rushed to all of their homes to 

discover whether they had been attacked, too: 

It, therefore, is evident, that the aim of the plotters was to 

paralyze the country by at once striking down the head, the 

heart, and the arm of the country. 

We went in search of the Vice-President, and found he 

was safe in his apartments at the Kirkwood. We called at 

Chief Justice Chase’s and learned there, that he too was safe. 

Secretaries Stanton, Welles, and Usher, and . . . the other 

members of the Cabinet, were with the President . . . and we 

are gratified to be able to announce that all the members of 

the Cabinet, save Mr. Seward, are unharmed. 

This man Booth has played more than once at Ford’s the-

atre, and is, of course, acquainted with its exits and entrances, 

and the facility with which he escaped behind the scenes is 

well understood. . . . [Booth] has long been a man of intem-

perate habits and subject to temporary fits of great excite-

ment. His capture is certain, but if he is true to his nature 

he will commit suicide, and thus appropriately end his 

career. 

Over the next few days, newspapers in Washington, Baltimore, New 

York, Philadelphia, and Chicago published reams of unsubstantiated 

gossip. They tantalized readers by claiming that particular arrests were 

only days—even hours—away; readers assumed that high-level leaders 

of the Confederacy, including President Jefferson Davis, who was still at 

large, would be named as conspirators. One Washington paper boasted 

that more than one hundred criminals would face trial, and another 

wrote that certainly twenty-one and perhaps even twenty-three would 

hang. The public devoured every word and clamored for more. 
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The news reached Elmira, New York, on the morning of April 15. 

John Cass, proprietor of a clothing store on the corner of Walter and 

Baldwin streets, took his morning paper, the Elmira Advertiser, at home, 

and by 7:30 a.m. he had read that the president had been assassinated 

but was still alive. He walked to the telegraph offi ce opposite his store 

but there was no additional news. Then it came, a little after 9:00 a.m.; 

the president was dead. Cass crossed the street, and told his clerks to 

close for the day. Then he noticed a man crossing the street, making a 

beeline for Cass’s store. The man, dressed in a fashionable jacket that 

bespoke foreign tailoring, stepped inside. Cass thought he looked Ca-

nadian. The stranger asked for white shirts of a particular style and 

manufacturer. Cass, having none in stock, tried to interest the customer 

in other shirts. The man demurred, Cass recalled: “He examined them, 

but said he would rather have those of the make which he had been ac-

customed to wearing.” 

Cass said he had just received some “very bad news.” 

“What?” the customer asked. 

“Of the death of Abraham Lincoln,” Cass said. 

With that, John Surratt walked out of the store. 

The back bedroom of the Petersen house was empty for 

the first time in twelve hours. Stanton left the room unguarded. Unlike 

Ford’s Theatre, the house where Lincoln died was not a crime scene. No 

one collected the bloody sheets, pillowcases, pillows, and towels as evi-

dence of the great crime. Soon one of the boarders, a photographer 

named Julius Ulke, set up his camera in the corner of the room, facing 

the bed. The bloodied linens, bathed in morning light, were still wet. 

Ulke’s haunting photograph of the death chamber, lost for nearly a cen-

tury, preserved a scene that words cannot adequately describe. 

William Clark returned to the Petersen house and found his room 

in shambles. That night he climbed into Lincoln’s deathbed and fell 

asleep under the same coverlet that warmed the body of the dying pres-
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Morning, April 15, 1865. Lincoln’s deathbed shortly after his body 

was taken home to the White House. 

ident. Four days later, the day of Lincoln’s funeral, he wrote a letter to 

his sister, Ida F. Clark, in Boston: 

Since the death of our President hundreds daily call at the 

house to gain admission to my room. 

I was engaged nearly all of Sunday with one of Frank 

Leslie’s Special Artists aiding him viz making a correct 

drawing of the last moments of Mr. Lincoln, as I knew the 

position of every one present he succeeded in executing a fi ne 

sketch, which will appear in their paper the last of this week. 

He intends, from this same drawing to have some fi ne large 

steel engravings executed. He also took a sketch of nearly every 

article in my room which will appear in their paper. He wished 
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to mention the names of all in particularly of yourself, Clara 

and Nannie, but I told him he must not do that, as they were 

members of my family and I did not want them to be made so 

public. He also urged me to give him my picture or at least 

allow him to take my sketch, but I could not see that either. 

Everybody has a great desire to obtain some memento from 

my room so that whoever comes in has to be closely watched 

for fear they will steal something. 

I have a lock of his hair which I have had neatly framed, 

also a piece of linen with a portion of his brain, the pillow case 

upon which he lay when he died and nearly all his wearing 

apparel but the latter I intend to send to Robt Lincoln as soon 

as the funeral is over, as I consider him the one most justly 

entitled to them. 

The same matrass is on my bed, and the same coverlit 

covers me nightly that covered him while dying. 

Enclosed you will find a piece of lace that Mrs. Lincoln 

wore on her head during the evening and was dropped by her 

while entering my room to see her dying husband. It is worth 

keeping for its historical value. 

William Petersen, the previous night merely the anonymous owner 

of one of several hundred equally anonymous boardinghouses scattered 

throughout the nation’s capital, had become, by early morning, propri-

etor of the famous “house where Lincoln died.” That unwelcome 

honor—and the rabid attention of newspaper reporters and curiosity 

seekers—displeased him. In particular Petersen resented the implica-

tion that the president had died dishonorably, not at the Executive Man-

sion, but in a shabby boardinghouse. Lincoln would not have complained. 

Eighteen years ago he began his Washington career in another boarding-

house not much different from the one where it ended. Elected to Con-

gress in 1846, Lincoln came to Washington for the first time in 1847 and 

moved into Mrs. Sprigg’s boardinghouse across the street from the Cap-
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itol, not far from First and East Capitol streets. There was no shame in it 

then. Lincoln would have felt no shame in dying in one now. 

Little more than an hour before Lincoln died, George 

Atzerodt arose from his humble quarters at the Pennsylvania House 

and left the hotel. A servant just back from fetching a carriage to take a 

woman to the 6:15 a.m. train ran into him outside: 

“What brings you out so early this morning?” 

“Well,” Atzerodt replied, “I have got business.” 

When Atzerodt walked past Creaser’s house on F Street, between 

Eighth and Ninth streets, opposite the Patent Office, and along Booth’s 

escape route just two blocks from Ford’s Theatre, he tossed his knife 

under a wood carriage step, into the gutter. A few minutes later, an 

eagle-eyed woman looking out a third-story window in the building 

next to Creaser’s shoe store saw it there and sent a black woman to get 

it. But the woman did not want the knife in her house so a passerby, 

William Clendenin, volunteered to take the clue, still in its sheath, to 

Almarin C. Richards, the chief of police. 

The night before, the authorities had done little to pursue Booth 

during the first hour after the assassination. At Ford’s Theatre the im-

mediate concern was the condition of the president, not the where-

abouts of Booth. But by early morning, Stanton had summoned the 

iron will for which he was renowned and planned the manhunt. The 

government—Vice President Johnson and the cabinet—had survived 

the night; no more assassinations had occurred; and no invading army 

stormed the capital. Stanton coordinated—or at least tried to—the ef-

forts of the local police force, detectives, and the army. 

From New York City came another offer of help, twelve hours after 

Stanton had asked its chief of police to send his finest detectives to 

Washington. On April 15, at 1:40 p.m., Stanton received a telegram from 

Detective H. S. Olcott, proposing to join the manhunt: “If Lieutenant-

Colonel Morgan or I or any of my employees can serve you and the 
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country in any way, no matter what, or anywhere, we are ready.” John 

Wilkes Booth was still at large. He had escaped the first, frantic night of 

the manhunt. Now it might not be so easy to capture him quickly. Stan-

ton reached for Olcott’s helping hand, telegraphing a prompt reply: “I 

desire your services. Come to Washington at once, and bring your force 

of detectives with you.” Olcott hurried to move that night: “I leave at 

midnight with such of my men as live in town. The rest will follow 

forthwith.” 

That afternoon Stanton also summoned Lieutenant Colonel Lafay-

ette C. Baker, head of the self-styled “National Detective Police,” and 

one of his favorites. 

WAR DEPARTMENT 

Washington City, April 15, 1865—3:20 p.m. 

Col. L. C. BAKER, 

New York: 

Come here immediately and see if you can fi nd the 

murderers of the President. 

EDWIN M. STANTON, 

Secretary of War. 

Stanton vowed to apprehend Booth and all those who conspired 

with him to commit what became known as “the great crime.” Southern 

leaders feared that Stanton might accuse them of complicity in the 

murder. One of them, Governor F. H. Pierpont of Virginia, sent a mes-

sage to the War Department pleading that his state was blameless, and 

condemning Booth for shouting “Sic semper tyrannis” at Ford’s The-

atre: “Loyal Virginia sends her tribute of mourning for the fall of the 

Nation’s President by the hands of a dastardly agent of treason, who 

dared to repeat the motto of our State at the moment of the perpetra-

tion of his accursed crime.” 

Soldiers, policemen, and private detectives fanned out over Wash-
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ington, Maryland, and Virginia in pursuit of the actor and his accom-

plices. On assassination night John H. Surratt was named as one of 

Booth’s possible accomplices and was the first suspect in the Seward 

knife attack. But when soldiers had searched for him at his mother’s 

boardinghouse a few hours after Lincoln was shot, he was not there. 

Stanton declared the search and capture of John Wilkes Booth to be the 

nation’s top priority. Booth and his conspirators had to be caught be-

fore they disappeared into the Deep South, where they would fi nd suc-

cor in the heart of the stricken Confederacy. On the morning of April 

15, the nation held its collective breath and with one voice asked, “Will 

Booth be taken?” 

It was a dangerous time to be a friend of John 

Wilkes Booth. On the night of the fourteenth, when the actors huddled 

backstage at Ford’s Theatre a few minutes after Lincoln was shot, John 

Matthews feared the worst. “There were shouts of ‘burn’ and ‘hang’ and 

‘lynch’” coming from the audience, he recalled, and then Matthews 

made a discovery that put him in fear for his life. 

When taking off my coat the letter which Booth had given 

me dropped out of the pocket. I had forgotten about it. I said 

“Great God! There is the letter that John gave me in the af-

ternoon.” It was in an envelope, sealed and stamped for the 

post office. I opened it, and glanced hastily over the letter. I 

saw it was a statement of what he was going to do. I read it 

very hurriedly. It was written in a sort of patriotic strain, and 

was to this effect; That he had for a long time devoted his 

money, his time, and his energies to the accomplishment of 

an end; that a short time ago he had been worth so much 

money—twenty or thirty thousand dollars, I think—all of 

which he had spent furthering this enterprise; but that he 

had been baffled. It then went on: “The moment has come at 
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last when my plans must be changed. The world may censure 

me for what I am about to do; but I am sure posterity will 

justify me.” Signed. “Men who love their country more than 

gold or life: J. W. Booth, Payne, Atzerodt, and Herold.” 

In the crowded dressing rooms, surrounded by excited actors run-

ning amok, Matthews read Booth’s letter. No one paid attention to the 

piece of paper he clutched in his hands. He read it a second time and 

then asked himself, “What shall I do with this letter?” The audience in 

the theatre had not stopped shouting. Matthews considered handing 

the letter over to the authorities. The roar of the mob persuaded him 

otherwise. “If this paper is found on me,” Matthews reasoned, “I will be 

compromised—no doubt lynched on the spot.” Even if he survived the 

night, he knew that the letter’s brush would tar him forever: “I will be 

associated with the letter, and suspicions will grow out of it that can 

never be explained away, and I will be ruined.” He knew what he had to 

do to protect himself: “I burned it up.” 

Matthews was not alone. On the night of April 14, others in Wash-

ington attempted to obliterate evidence of their connection to Lincoln’s 

assassin. And the next morning, as news of Lincoln’s death spread across 

the nation, many other letters written in Booth’s hand certainly per-

ished in flames. Indeed, fewer than one hundred of Booth’s letters and 

manuscripts survived the tumultuous days that followed the assassina-

tion. One of his paramours even sought to destroy herself. Ella Turner, a 

petite, sensual, redheaded prostitute, placed Booth’s photo under her 

pillow, saturated a piece of cloth with chloroform, pressed the poison-

ous anesthetic to her delicate face, and tried to fill her lungs with a fatal 

dose. At 11:00 a.m. on April 15, residents of her house found her in her 

room, collapsed on her bed, unconscious but alive. Several doctors were 

summoned. The press got hold of the story, and the Washington Eve-

ning Star published the lurid details of her rescue: “Proper remedies 

were immediately applied, when she soon aroused and asked for Booth’s 

picture, which she had concealed under the pillow of her bed, at the 
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same time remarking to the physicians that she ‘did not thank them for 

saving her life.’” Soon she came to her senses and chose to survive her 

lover’s crime. 

Booth’s female correspondents had more to worry about than the 

letters he had sent to them. They could dispose of those documents eas-

ily enough. But what about the love notes that they had mailed to him, 

and that were in his possession? Many women—single, engaged, and 

married—had written incriminating letters to their idol offering to sur-

render whatever pleasures he chose to take from them. George Alfred 

Townsend penned an unforgettable vignette of a typical case: 

The beauty of this man and his easy confidentiality, not fa-

miliar, but marked by a mild and even dignity, made women 

impassioned of him. He was licentious as men, and particu-

larly as actors go, but not a seducer, as far as I can learn. I 

have traced one case in Philadelphia where a young girl who 

had seen him on stage became enamored of him. 

She sent him bouquets, notes, photographs and all the 

accessories of an intrigue. Booth, to whom such things were 

common, yielded to the girl’s importunities at last and gave 

her an interview. He was surprised to find that so bold a cor-

respondent was so young, so fresh, and so beautiful. He told 

her therefore, in pity, the consequences of pursuing him; that 

he entertained no affection for her, though a suffi cient de-

sire, and that he was a man of the world to whom all women 

grew fulsome in their turn. 

“Go home,” he said, “and beware of actors. They are to be 

seen, not to be known.” 

The girl, yet more infatuated, persisted. Booth, who had 

no real virtue except by scintillations, became what he had 

promised, and one more soul went to the isles of Cypress. 

On April 14, and for weeks to come, more than one woman prayed 

that Booth had destroyed her letters before he killed the president. For-
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tune spared the reputations of the assassin’s admirers—not one of their 

love letters was discovered and published during the manhunt. But 

when news of the assassination reached Boston, a singular young girl 

decided to cherish, and not obliterate, her intimate bond to Lincoln’s 

killer. 

They had met in Boston the previous year, during Booth’s success-

ful, monthlong theatrical engagement at the Boston Museum. It was an 

astonishing run—between April 25 and May 28, 1864, Booth, onstage 

almost every night, performed the greatest roles in the Shakespearean 

canon—Richard III, Hamlet, Romeo, Othello, Shylock, and Macbeth. 

He met her sometime during that month in Boston. Her name was Isa-

bel Sumner. The daughter of a respectable merchant family, she pos-

sessed an intelligent face, a slender frame, and ravishing beauty. She was 

sixteen years old, and Booth proposed that they become lovers. He was 

smitten immediately, and pursued Isabel with an ardor uncommon for 

a man who was used to having women throw themselves at him. “God 

bless this sweet face before me,” he cooed in a letter written as he gazed 

at the photograph she had given him. “It would move me to do any-

thing.” 

The stage star courted the teenage beauty in a series of emotionally 

uninhibited letters that made him sound like a teenager: “I LOVE 

YOU . . . in the fountain of my heart a seal is set to keep its waters, pure 

and bright for thee alone.” Booth gave Isabel a signed photograph of 

himself, a lock of his hair, and a ring. Why did the debauched, worldly 

actor so crave this innocent, young girl? Booth answered the question 

himself in a letter: “I will . . . never, never cease to think of you as some-

thing pure and sacred, A bright and happy dream, from which I have 

been awoke to Sadness.” 

When Isabel learned that Lincoln’s assassin was her lover, she could 

not bring herself to destroy John’s letters and gifts. Instead, she hid them 

for the next sixty-two years, until her death in 1927. As best as anyone 

could remember, she never spoke the name John Wilkes Booth again. 

Fortunately for Isabel Sumner, Booth did not carry her photo in his 
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wallet the night he left the National Hotel to murder Abraham Lincoln. 

Neither Stanton’s detectives nor the newspapers discovered her, and her 

connection to Booth stayed a secret for the next one hundred and thirty 

years. 

F rances Mudd rose at 6:00 a.m. and called for her ser-

vants to get breakfast ready. At 7:00 a.m., Mrs. Mudd woke her husband. 

David Herold, after only two hours of rest, shambled downstairs. John 

Wilkes Booth, his mind and body still spent from his great day, stayed in 

bed. He had ridden too far from Washington to hear the ringing bells of 

the city’s churches and firehouses tolling in mourning. Dr. Mudd in-

vited Herold to join his family for breakfast. Frances prepared a plate of 

food for Booth and told a servant to carry it upstairs and set it on his 

bedside table. 

Herold questioned Mudd about his local contacts, especially those 

who lived close to the river. Davey’s evident knowledge of the area 

prompted Frances Mudd to inquire if he lived in their county. 

“No, ma’am,” he replied, “but I have been frolicking around for fi ve 

or six months.” 

Amused by his boyish demeanor, Frances teased him: “All play and 

no work makes Jack a bad boy. Your father ought to make you go to 

work.” 

“My father is dead,” Herold responded, “and,” he added jauntily, “I 

am ahead of the old lady.” 

As he bantered at the breakfast table, the good-natured Davey Her-

old appeared oblivious to the grave peril he faced. He was running for 

his life, but Frances Mudd observed that “he seemed not to have a care 

in the world.” Before Mudd left the house, Herold asked him for two fa-

vors. “After breakfast, when I was about to leave for my farm-work, this 

young man asked me if I had a razor about the house, that his friend 

desired to take a shave, as perhaps he would feel better.” The doctor pro-

vided a straight razor, soap, and water. And, wondered Davey, could 
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Mudd make a pair of crutches for Booth, nothing fancy, just something 

simple for him “to hobble along with”? The physician, handy with wood 

and tools, complied: “I got two arm pieces and whittled them out as 

best I could.” Then Mudd took the pieces to one of his hired men, an old 

Englishman named John Best, and, using a saw and an auger, “he and I 

made a rude pair of crutches out of a piece of plank” and sent them to 

Booth. 

When breakfast was finished, Herold went back to bed. Lieutenant 

Dana and the Thirteenth New York Cavalry patrol left Piscataway and 

pressed on toward Bryantown. Frances Mudd did not hear a sound from 

Herold or Booth for the next four hours until around noon, when Davey 

came down to devour his second meal of the day. While Herold dined, 

the Thirteenth New York reached Bryantown around noon. David 

Dana’s men were just a few miles from Dr. Mudd’s. This was the closest 

the manhunters had gotten to Booth since the assassination. As before, 

Booth stayed in bed. The servant who brought him dinner found Satur-

day morning’s breakfast tray, its food untouched, still sitting on the bed-

side table. Improvidently, Booth skipped the midday meal, too. He must 

have been famished, and who knew when his next meal might come? 

By 8:00 a.m. George Atzerodt had made it to George-

town. He showed up at Matthews & Co.’s store at 49 High Street and 

paid a call on an acquaintance, John Caldwell. Atzerodt said that he was 

going to the country and asked Caldwell if he wanted to buy his watch. 

“I told him that I had a watch of my own, and did not want another.” 

Then Atzerodt asked for a loan of $10. Caldwell refused. “I told him that 

I did not have any money to spare.” Atzerodt unbelted his revolver and 

offered it to Caldwell. “Lend me $10.00, and take this as security, and I 

will bring the money or send it to you next week.” The storekeeper 

looked the weapon over. “I thought the revolver was good security for 

the money, and I let him have the money, expecting him to pay it 

back. . . . I did not inquire of him why it was loaded and capped.” Atze-
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rodt left the store and continued on his journey. He had decided to leave 

Washington. He knew a place where he thought he would be safe. 

At the Executive Mansion the soldiers carried the 

president’s temporary coffin to the second-floor guest bedroom for the 

autopsy. Cutting open Abraham Lincoln’s brain and body served little 

purpose. The surgeons knew what killed him—a single bullet through 

the brain. They were hiding their voyeurism behind the camoufl age of 

scientific inquiry. Their chosen surgeon reached for his saws and knives 

while his brother physicians watched. And they wanted the bullet. The 

nation could hardly bury its martyred Father Abraham with a lead ball 

lodged in his brain. They cut it out, marked it as evidence, and pre-

served it for history. When they were finished Mary Lincoln sent a re-

quest: Please cut a lock of his hair for her. His blood, according to a 

newspaper report, was drained from his corpse by the embalmer—the 

same mortuary artist who preserved the little body of Willie Lincoln in 

1862—transferred to glass jars, and “sacredly preserved.” 

Gideon Welles, at the White House to check on his wife, Mary Jane, 

while she cared for Mrs. Lincoln, descended the staircase, accompanied 

by Attorney General James Speed. At the foot of the stairs, they found 

Tad Lincoln staring out of a window. Welles never forgot the sight of 

the grieving boy:“ ‘Tad’ . . . seeing us, cried aloud his tears, ‘O, Mr. Welles, 

who killed my father?’” It was more than the navy secretary could bear. 

All through the previous night, and while he had watched the president 

die that morning, Welles had suppressed his emotions. Now, standing 

beside little Tad, he lost all composure and poured forth his tears. 

At Dr. Mudd’s kitchen table, Davey asked him where 

he could get his hands on a buggy or carriage to transport Booth. Mudd 

suggested that Davey ride with him to his father’s place and try there 
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first. Thomas Davis, the hired hand in charge of Mudd’s horses, saddled 

their mounts. 

Frances Mudd was concerned that Booth had not eaten all day, and 

just as her husband and David Herold were leaving, she asked if she 

could visit him. “Yes, certainly you can,” Dr. Mudd replied. She arrayed 

a tray with savory fare—“some cake, a couple of oranges, and some 

wine”—and carried it upstairs. Placing the tray on the table, she asked 

Booth how he was feeling. 

“My back hurts me dreadfully,” he complained. “I must have hurt it 

when the horse fell and broke my leg.” 

Booth declined the cake and wine and pleaded for brandy instead. 

Frances regretted that they had none but offered as a substitute “some 

good whiskey”—his spirit of choice at the Star Saloon and Surratt’s tav-

ern. Strangely, he declined the whiskey, too. 

Mrs. Mudd apologized: “I guess you think I have very little hospital-

ity; you have been sick all day and I have not been up to see you.” Once 

more she asked Booth if she could do anything for him. He spoke no 

more, and she left the room. 

When Samuel Mudd and David Herold arrived at Oak Hill, his fa-

ther’s farm a few miles to the east, Dr. George Mudd was not at home. 

Sam’s younger brother, Henry Lowe Mudd Jr., advised them that all the 

carriages but one were broken down and in need of repair. He could not 

let them have the good carriage without their father’s permission be-

cause tomorrow was Easter Sunday, and the elder Mudd might need it. 

Herold suggested that they ride on to Bryantown and try their luck 

there. Samuel Mudd agreed, and they spurred their horses on at an un-

hurried pace. When they got within sight of the edge of town, Davey 

yanked back hard on the reins and brought his horse to a dead stop. He 

could not believe what he saw, several hundred yards ahead. Mounted 

men, wearing dark blue shell jackets trimmed with yellow piping. Yan-

kee cavalry. Manhunters. 

Herold had just spotted the vanguard of the Thirteenth New York 
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Cavalry. Ordered to pursue John Wilkes Booth from Washington, Dana 

had led his troops into Bryantown, a well-known locale of Confederate 

intrigue, commandeered the tavern, and occupied the town. Dana in-

tended to establish a command center there, and from Bryantown 

launch cavalry patrols through the surrounding countryside, in pursuit 

of the Lincoln and Seward assassins. 

Herold made a quick decision. He didn’t need that carriage after all, 

he told Mudd. Booth can still ride a horse. Before the troops could spot 

them, Davey turned his horse around and galloped immediately back 

to Mudd’s farm to warn Booth. Puzzled by Davey’s skedaddling (Booth 

hadn’t told the doctor yet that he was Lincoln’s assassin), Mudd contin-

ued into Bryantown at a leisurely pace, just as he had done countless 

times on a quiet Saturday afternoon. 

Mudd went about his business, purchasing supplies—calico and 

pepper from Mr. Beans’s store—and iron nails from another establish-

ment. He greeted friends and neighbors he passed in the street, as al-

ways. But a strange, wild atmosphere hung over Bryantown.“The town 

was full of soldiers and people coming and going all the while,” noted 

one of the manhunters, Colonel H. H. Wells. The determined cavalry-

men’s faces glowered with anger and the seriousness of their purpose. 

Mudd wondered what had happened. 

Then somebody blurted it out. Abraham Lincoln had been assas-

sinated in Washington last night. He died early this morning. The cav-

alry is here in pursuit of the assassin who escaped. Detectives and 

soldiers are going to turn over Charles County hunting for the mur-

derer. Did Mudd’s mind flash back to the 4:00 a.m. knock on his door? 

Could it be? 

Who killed the president? the citizens demanded of the soldiers. The 

secret was impossible to keep. It was the actor. Booth. Edwin Booth? 

voices in the crowd wondered aloud. No, not Edwin, but his brother 

John, the soldiers told them. Lincoln’s assassin was John Wilkes Booth. 

Mudd displayed no outward signs of alarm. And no eyes fi xed him 

with accusing stares. He remained calm and did not, by word or deed, 
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betray the terrible secret known, at this moment, to him alone: Ameri-

ca’s most wanted man was hiding in his house, less than five miles away. 

The Thirteenth New York could be there in half an hour. 

Back at Mudd’s farm, David Herold jumped off his horse and scur-

ried to the house. Frances was in the kitchen supervising the servants as 

they prepared the next day’s Easter Sunday dinner. Davey, spying her 

through a window, tapped on the pane and she opened the front door. 

She asked Herold if he had found a carriage. “No, ma’am,” Davey re-

plied. “We stopped over at the Doctor’s father’s and asked for his car-

riage, but tomorrow being Easter Sunday, his family had to go to church, 

and he could not spare it. I then rode some distance down the road with 

the Doctor, and then concluded to return and try the horses.” Herold 

was convincing enough that he aroused no suspicion in Mrs. Mudd. 

Davey excused himself and hurried upstairs. Booth was still in bed, 

but he wouldn’t be for long. The cavalry is here, Davey warned his mas-

ter; they are at Bryantown, just down the road. Herold explained how 

he turned back, and how Dr. Mudd rode into town. Booth sat up im-

mediately. Davey helped him out of bed and Booth propped himself up 

on the crutches. Frances was alerted by the creaky fl oorboards above 

her head—“I heard them moving around the room and in a short time 

they came down”—and waited for them at the foot of the stairs. As 

Booth hobbled on his crutches, his right leg encased in his knee-high 

riding boot and his left foot bare, and a brace of heavy, holstered revolv-

ers belted around his waist, his face presented a “picture of agony” to 

Frances Mudd. She implored Davey to leave Booth there to rest, but the 

young man reassured her: “If he suffers much we won’t go far. I will take 

him to my lady-love’s, not far from here.” 

It was around 3:00 p.m., Saturday, April 15, and Booth was in grave 

danger. Only one man, Samuel Mudd, stood between him and disaster. 

Over in nearby Bryantown, Mudd had the power to end the manhunt 

that afternoon. All Dr. Mudd needed to do was tell the soldiers. He could 

do it with a few well-chosen words: John Wilkes Booth and an accom-

plice are hiding at my farm; he’s in the front bedroom on the second 
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floor; he has a broken leg; he cannot run away; I’ll take you there now. 

All he had to do was speak those words, and Dr. Samuel A. Mudd would 

become, overnight, a national hero. 

Booth faced the most difficult choice of his escape. Should he leave 

Mudd’s farm at once or wait for the doctor to return? Both options pre-

sented risks. Mudd’s farm was in the land of the great Zekiah swamp, 

and he and Davey did not know the ground. A wrong turn might trap 

them in the notorious, fearful morass. Moreover, although Booth knew 

that rebel operatives lived nearby, including William Burtles, he did not 

know the way to their homes. If he and Davey fled now, it would put 

them on the roads in broad daylight without knowing where to go. 

Waiting for Dr. Mudd to come home presented great risks, too. If 

the doctor had betrayed him to the troops in Bryantown, Booth was a 

dead man. If they did not kill him on the spot at Mudd’s farm, then the 

manhunters would escort their captured prey back to Washington for a 

hanging. Booth had seen that once before. He had to decide now. Yes, 

perhaps he should have taken Mudd into his confidence. It would have 

been better for the doctor to have heard the truth from him rather than 

from the soldiers in town. Still, Booth concluded, Mudd would not be-

tray him. Instead of fleeing the farm immediately, he waited for the 

doctor’s return. 

Booth’s assessment of Mudd’s character proved true. When the doc-

tor finished his business in Bryantown, he got on his horse and, ignor-

ing the troopers he passed on the way, rode calmly out of town. He 

decided to protect Booth and said nothing to anyone. But he had some 

choice words to say to Booth face-to-face. 

In Washington, Clara Harris, her father, and Jus-

tice Cartter returned during daylight to the scene of the previous night’s 

crime. Together they scrutinized the locks on the doors leading to the 

president’s box, examined the little spot in the wall where Booth had 

scraped away the plaster, and peered through the hole through which 
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the assassin espied Lincoln. At first they thought it was a bullet hole— 

evidence that Booth had shot at Lincoln blindly, the ball passing through 

the door before finding its target. Then they realized it was a peephole. 

They went into the box. The theatre was eerily quiet now and showed 

little evidence of the previous night’s mayhem—just some overturned 

chairs, scattered pieces of paper littering the floor, and the bare box, al-

ready stripped of its flags and bunting by souvenir hunters. The blood-

stains were still there. 

Stanton wanted to see the box, too, and so, like one of his detectives 

prowling for clues, he too retraced Booth’s steps to visualize each scene 

in the assassin’s script. He also wanted to see the play. Perhaps a reenact-

ment of Our American Cousin would provide a vital, hitherto neglected 

clue. Stanton rounded up what cast members could be found, com-

mandeered Ford’s, and ordered a surreal, private performance in the 

empty theatre. No one laughed this time at the once silly but forever-

more riveting line: “You sockdologizing old mantrap.” When Stanton and 

his aides heard the words echo through the house, did their eyes dart 

involuntarily up to the president’s box? The run-through of the play 

confirmed it—Booth had cleverly timed his attack to coincide with 

Harry Hawk’s funny, solitary moment onstage. 

Stanton was determined to preserve the scene of the crime. He or-

dered that it be surrounded by a twenty-four-hour guard. And he de-

cided that he wanted photographs of the interior, to record exactly how 

it appeared at the moment of the assassination. He allowed Matthew 

Brady and his assistant to set up their big, wet-plate camera and make a 

series of exposures that, together, offered a panorama of the entire stage 

and its scenery during act 3, scene 2. Then Brady photographed the ex-

terior of the president’s box, newly decorated with replacement fl ags 

and bunting for this purpose. He also photographed the approach to 

the box, and the outer door leading to the vestibule. The job challenged 

Brady’s skill. Photographing the vast interior, illuminated only by gas-

light, and perhaps by whatever daylight reached the stage from opened 

doors and windows on the opposite end of the theatre facing Tenth 



1 6 0  �  M A N H U N T  

Street, required long and careful exposures to allow the glass-plate neg-

atives to absorb sufficient light to capture the necessary details. 

Back at the farm, Booth and Herold waited patiently 

for Dr. Mudd. But there was no sign of him. It was close to 6:00 in the 

evening and he still had not come home from Bryantown. What was 

taking him so long? Mudd’s tardiness was a good sign, though. If the 

doctor had betrayed Booth, the cavalry would have galloped to the farm 

two hours ago. 

Finally, sometime between 6:00 and 7:00 p.m., a rider turned from 

the main road and approached the farm. It was Dr. Mudd. He was alone 

and brought no cavalry escort. Booth’s knowing judgment was cor-

rect—the doctor was no Judas. But he was angry. 

Mudd rode up to his guests, dropped down from the saddle, and 

strode toward Booth. His face could not conceal his distress. He ordered 

Booth and Herold to leave his farm at once, and accused the actor of ly-

ing to him. Booth did not tell Mudd what he had done, and had put the 

doctor and his family in great danger. 

Ignoring Mudd’s anger, Booth seized upon the priceless news that 

the doctor brought back from Bryantown. The president was dead, and 

the fame was his. Twenty hours after the assassination, Dr. Mudd had 

just given John Wilkes Booth the fi rst offi cial confirmation that he had 

killed Lincoln. True, the assassin did not see how he could have missed. 

But it had all happened so fast. Lincoln moved at the last moment, and 

then Rathbone attacked Booth, leaving the actor no time to pause and 

admire his handiwork. There was a chance that the wound was not fa-

tal. There had been enough room for doubt that in Surrattsville, Booth 

had qualified his boast to John Lloyd, saying only that he was “pretty 

certain” he had assassinated the president. 

Dr. Mudd was not as jubilant as his patient about this news. Booth 

might rejoice at the tyrant’s death, but Mudd was angry and afraid. By 

coming there, Booth had placed Mudd and his entire family in great 
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danger. Yes, Mudd had agreed to facilitate the kidnapping of Abraham 

Lincoln, but no one had consulted him about murder. But now, by of-

fering Booth his hospitality, he had unwittingly implicated himself in 

the most shocking crime of the Civil War, indeed, in all of American 

history—the murder of the president of the United States. 

Mudd continued to demand that Booth and Herold leave his farm 

at once. A patrol from the Thirteenth New York Cavalry might descend 

upon them without warning within the hour. Were federal troops to 

discover Lincoln’s assassin hiding out in his home, Dr. Mudd feared he 

would suffer terrible consequences. The only way to avert that disaster 

was to make Booth and Herold saddle their horses and ride away. 

But Mudd was still sympathetic to the assassin’s plight. He was no 

fan of Abraham Lincoln, the Union, or the black man, and he would 

have rejoiced at the kidnapping of the president. Booth may have abused 

his hospitality, but not enough to make Mudd betray him. He assured 

Booth that, as long as he and Herold agreed to leave now, he would still 

help them. 

First, he gave them the names of two trustworthy Maryland Con-

federate operatives, William Burtles and Colonel Samuel Cox. Then 

Mudd explained the route to the next stop on their underground rebel 

railroad. They must travel southeast in a wide arc to swing around and 

below Bryantown to avoid the troops there. Then, turning west, they 

would fi nd Burtles’s place, “Hagen’s Folly,” about two miles due south 

of Bryantown. Cox’s farm was several miles southwest from Burtles’s, 

and from there the two men would be within striking distance of the 

Potomac River and, on its western bank, Virginia. Mudd gave Booth the 

name of a doctor on the Virginia side in case his leg continued to trou-

ble him. 

Mudd promised Booth that he would not betray him. He would not 

ride back to Bryantown this evening and report that Lincoln’s assassin 

came calling in the dead of night. Dr. Mudd would hold his tongue and 

give Booth a head start. If the soldiers came to question him, he would 

say only that two strangers in need of medical assistance stopped briefl y 



• • •  

1 6 2   �  M A N H U N T  

at his farm. Then he would send the manhunters in the wrong direc-

tion. 

Davey helped Booth mount his horse, eased him onto the saddle, 

and handed him the crude but sturdy crutches Samuel Mudd and John 

Best fashioned for him. The actor balanced the sticks horizontally across 

his saddle, thrust the toe of his right boot through the stirrup, and then 

gingerly slipped his other foot, sheathed in an unlaced, loose-fi tting 

brogan, into the left stirrup. The shoe was a parting gift from Dr. 

Mudd—Booth would never have squeezed his left foot into his other 

boot. He abandoned the luxurious, expensive piece of footwear, now 

scarred by Mudd’s scalpel, on the bedroom fl oor. Awkwardly his hands 

manipulated the crutches and reins at the same time. Herold vaulted 

into the saddle with ease. Samuel Mudd, relieved by their departure and 

by his own escape from near disaster, watched them ride off to the 

southeast until they vanished from sight. 

It was around 7:00 p.m., April 15, fifteen hours since David Herold 

pounded on Mudd’s door and just over twenty-one hours since John 

Wilkes Booth shot the president. As dusk faded to dark, Booth and 

Herold continued south, careful to watch the western horizon, on 

their right, for signs of cavalry out of Bryantown. They had a long 

night’s ride ahead of them. But they had survived until the sunset of the 

fi rst day. 

Back at his farm, Dr. Mudd went about his usual end-of-the-day 

business. In the hours that followed Booth’s departure, a peaceful quiet 

settled over his place. Horses stabled, servants done with their chores, 

his own work completed, and his family safe behind locked doors, 

Mudd contemplated his encounter with history, and danger. Bedtime 

approached, and no soldiers had come. He and Frances turned down 

the lamps. Tonight no strangers—assassins or manhunters—material-

ized in the night to awaken him suddenly from his dreams. He, too, had 

survived this day. 
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Although Dr. Mudd had identified the route they 

must take, Booth and Herold got lost anyway. Fortunately, they found a 

local man, Oswell Swann, half black and half Piscataway Indian, wan-

dering about on foot. Swann knew the territory. He had heard about the 

president’s murder, but showed no alarm when two strangers on horse-

back approached him in the dark, asking if he knew the way to William 

Burtles’s. They offered Swann $2 to serve as their guide, asked if he had 

any whiskey, and told him to go to his cabin and get his horse. Then, 

inexplicably, for reasons he never revealed, Booth changed his mind. 

Forget Burtles, the assassin said, and take us straight to Captain Cox. 

Booth offered him an extra $5. Swann agreed. 

The swamp angel Oswell Swann earned his pay this night. Booth 

and Herold, free of the muck, snakes, and wild, overgrown vegetation 

of the infernal Zekiah morass, returned to the civilization of cultivated 

Maryland fields and familiar farmhouses. Swann had guided them 

safely to the very doorstep of Captain Samuel Cox, master of Rich Hill. 

It was between midnight and 1:00 a.m. of the new day, April 16, Easter 

Sunday, approximately twenty-six hours since the assassination, and 

seventeen hours since Abraham Lincoln died. 

Good Friday 1865 was America’s darkest day since the unexpected 

death of George Washington on December 14, 1799, sixty-six years ear-

lier, a moment that elderly Washingtonians recalled from their youth. 

The Sunday following Lincoln’s death was Easter, and it would be for-

ever known as “Black Easter” to those who lived through it. The Sunday 

Morning Chronicle summed up the mood of the nation when it said the 

murder transformed “a season of rejoicing to mourning,” and there 

arose “a wail throughout the land.” Across the land ministers stayed up 

late Saturday night and by candle, lamp, or gaslight scratched out the 

final phrases of fresh sermons they began composing as soon as they 

heard, on the morning of the fifteenth, the terrible news. 

In the early hours of Black Easter, Booth and Herold sought their 

salvation, not in a church, but at the door of a faithful Confederate. If 

Cox turned them away, Christ’s dying words on Good Friday’s cross, “it 



1 6 4   �  M A N H U N T  

is finished,” would describe their fate. The assassins were still too far 

north. Booth’s broken leg bone and the unplanned medical detour to 

Dr. Mudd’s farm cost them not only fifteen precious hours but took 

them to the east, out of their way, so that their escape timetable was now 

almost a day behind schedule. 

Booth and Herold approached the Cox house. They decided to use 

the same strategy they used at the Surrattsville tavern: Booth would 

hang back in the shadows while Herold did the talking, but with Cap-

tain Cox they would not immediately blurt out their secret. If necessary, 

they were willing to beg for their lives. Cox was their last hope in Mary-

land, and there was no turning back if he refused them. David Herold 

dismounted, walked up the front piazza of the finely built, expansive 

farmhouse, and sounded the knocker. Booth remained on his horse un-

der the cover of a shaggy ailanthus tree in the yard. Cox poked his head 

out from a second-story window and asked, “Who’s there?” Herold re-

fused to give his name, unsure if he could trust the captain. He disclosed 

only that he accompanied a man who needed help. Cox spotted Booth 

lurking under the tree’s shadow, hiding from the moonlight. Herold 

asked if they could come in. 

Suspicious but intrigued enough to come downstairs, Cox opened 

the door and appraised the worn-out, crazy-eyed man standing be-

|fore him. The callow-looking stranger seemed more like a boy than 

a man. The wily farmer’s eyes scanned the vicinity. Perhaps Herold 

was an outlaw and his plea was a trick to let other desperadoes rush 

the house. Uneasy, and sensing that the stranger held back his real 

story, Cox began shutting the door. Desperate, Booth dismounted 

with some difficulty and hobbled up the porch to the door. In great 

pain, he pleaded with Cox for aid. According to the captain’s son, “it was 

there by a brilliant moon that Cox saw the initials ‘J.W.B.’ tattooed on 

his arm.” And it was there that the honey-tongued thespian, as he did 

with Sergeant Cobb at the Navy Yard Bridge, again used his seductive 

art to win over a man to his cause. Cox swung open the door and in-

vited the fugitives into his home. To the nation, Black Easter dawned as 
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a day of great mourning; to John Wilkes Booth, it began as a day of sal-

vation. 

What Booth said to Cox on the front porch of Rich Hill around 1:00 

a.m. on April 16—as well as the conversations and plans that followed 

during the next few hours that the actor and Herold spent in the 

house—remain a mystery. Naturally, Cox and his son later denied that 

the assassin and his scout ever set foot in their home. When Oswell 

Swann swore that he saw Booth and Herold go inside, a faithful Cox 

slave, Mary Swann, called him a liar and backed up her captain. But 

given Booth’s state of mind, the precariousness of his position, and the 

extraordinary thing that the colonel and his son were about to do to 

help their guests, there is little doubt that Booth unburdened himself 

and confessed all to his hosts. The assassin of the president of the United 

States was in their midst, injured, desperate, and on the run from a fren-

zied manhunt. Father and son beheld the murderer, then decided to 

save him. Cox told Booth that there was only one man, a person of very 

special skills, who could get them across the Potomac into Virginia. 

In the morning, after sunrise, they would summon him. But for now 

it was much too dangerous for Booth and Herold to remain at Rich 

Hill. Instead, Cox explained, he would hide them in a nearly impenetra-

ble, heavily wooded pine thicket some distance from his house. No one 

would search for them there, Cox assured them, and it was extremely 

unlikely that any of the locals would stumble upon them. They were not 

to build a fi re. Then, in the morning, someone would come for them. 

That person would signal them with a peculiar whistle as he approached. 

They were to beware anyone who failed to make that sound. After wolf-

ing down the food that Cox offered, Booth and Herold mounted up for 

the ride to the pine thicket. Cox ordered his overseer, Franklin Robey, to 

take them there. 

Oswell Swann still waited for them outside, perhaps hoping for an 

additional fee to guide the strangers to another destination. When 

Booth and Herold emerged from the house, Davey walked straight to 

his horse, neglecting the actor’s disability. Booth, standing beside his 
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horse, impatient and helpless, chided him in an annoyed voice: “Don’t 

you know I can’t get on?” Davey came back and helped his master into 

the saddle. Booth paid Swann $12 for his services, and then, to throw 

suspicion off their hosts, he and Herold complained conspicuously 

about Cox’s lack of hospitality. “I thought Cox was a man of Southern 

feeling,” murmured Booth. If Swann took the bait, he went home be-

lieving that Cox had rebuffed his unwanted midnight callers. Just to be 

sure, David Herold threatened him: “Don’t you say anything—if you 

tell that you saw anybody you will not live long.” If their luck held, they 

would cross the river to Virginia sometime after nightfall on April 16, 

between sixteen and twenty-four hours from now. If, that is, they could 

survive just one more day in Maryland. 

Booth and Herold entered the pines, dismounted, 

and tied off their horses. The animals had served them well, but they 

were hungry and thirsty and unused to spending the night outdoors 

and in the open. These were city stable horses that rented by the hour or 

the day, not expedition horses suited for days in the fi eld. Exhausted, 

the two men unrolled their blankets on the damp earth, lay down, and 

gazed up at the immense black sky decorated by countless points of 

twinkling light. It would be morning in a few hours. If Colonel Cox’s 

word was true, it was safe to doze off until then. 

The rising sun and chirping birds woke Booth and Herold early in 

the morning. Now they could do nothing but wait. Back at Rich Hill, 

Samuel Cox had to find out whether his man would actually help Booth 

and Herold. Cox instructed his eighteen-year-old son, Samuel Jr., to 

ride over to “Huckleberry” Farm, about four miles to the southeast, and 

bring the owner, Thomas A. Jones, to Rich Hill right away. Cox warned 

the boy to be cautious and told him that if anyone, especially soldiers, 

stopped and questioned him on the way and asked where he was going, 

he should tell the truth about his destination. But if asked why he was 

going there, then the youth must not disclose the reason. Instead, he 
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should lie and say that he was heading to Huckleberry to ask Jones for 

some seed corn. It was planting season, and no one would suspect such 

an innocent request from one farmer to another. 

Around 8:00 a.m., Samuel Cox Jr. arrived at Huckleberry, just as 

Confederate agent and river boatman Thomas A. Jones fi nished his 

breakfast. The secret service veteran spent his entire life trailblazing 

through the fields, thickets, and forests of rural Maryland and navigat-

ing its streams, marshes, and rivers. During the war he had ferried hun-

dreds of men, and the occasional female spy like the beautiful Sarah 

Slater, across the Potomac River between Maryland and Virginia. On 

some nights Jones organized not one but two trips across the Potomac 

in a small rowboat. In addition, he transported the Confederate mail 

between the two states and sent south fresh Union newspapers that pro-

vided intelligence to Richmond and were scrutinized by the highest 

leaders of the Confederacy. Jones was an indispensable, mysterious, and 

laconic secret agent fighting the shadow war along the watery borders 

between Union and rebel territory. The Union army had never caught 

him in action—he was a river ghost to the boys in blue. “Not one letter 

or paper was ever lost,” he boasted. And his mastery of the river was so 

complete that he was even able to calculate the most propitious time, 

almost down to the minute, to begin a trip across. “I had noticed that a 

little before sunset, the reflection of the high bluffs near Pope’s Creek 

extended out into the Potomac till it nearly met the shadows cast by the 

Virginia woods, and therefore, at that time of evening it was very diffi -

cult to observe as small an object floating in the river as a rowboat.” 

Jones’s service to the Confederacy had cost him dearly. Suspected of 

disloyal activity, federal forces arrested and jailed him for months at the 

Old Capitol prison in Washington. Then his beloved wife died. He had 

to sell his other farm at Pope’s Creek, and when he went to Richmond at 

the beginning of April 1865 to collect the money owed to him by the 

Confederate government, he discovered that the army had evacuated 

the city and Jones went unpaid. He lost $2,300 due for three years’ ser-

vice, and, even worse, upon the collapse of the Confederacy, he lost the 
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$3,000 he had invested in Confederate bonds at the beginning of the 

war. All of this meant that Thomas Jones needed as much money as he 

could lay his hands on. 

The Cox boy dutifully mentioned the seed corn, but once he saw 

that Jones was alone, he whispered the true nature of his mission. His 

father wanted to see Jones at once. “Some strangers were at our house 

last night,” the boy said. Jones’s eyes lit up—could he mean the heroes 

who assassinated President Lincoln? The report electrifi ed Jones. The 

day before, on the evening of Saturday, April 15, around the time that 

Booth and Herold left the sanctuary of Dr. Mudd’s and undertook the 

next leg of their escape, Jones happened to be visiting his former farm 

at Pope’s Creek. Two Union soldiers rode up and asked what appeared 

to be an innocent question. Who owned that little boat down in the 

creek? For Jones the war ended when Richmond fell on April 3 and the 

Army of Northern Virginia surrendered on the ninth. There would be 

no more secret river crossings, no more thrilling escapes from Union 

army and navy pursuers, no more mysterious signal lights fl ashed across 

the water from one state to another. The war was over, and Jones saw 

no need for any prolonged cunning. He told the soldiers that the boat 

was his. 

His response prompted a strange but vaguely worded warning 

from one of the soldiers. “You had better keep an eye to it. There are 

suspicious characters somewhere in the neighborhood who will be 

wanting to cross the river, and if you don’t look sharp you will lose your 

boat.” 

Since when did Union soldiers care whether a Southern farmer in 

disloyal territory lost his rowboat? There was more to this. 

“Indeed,” replied Jones.“I will look after it. I would not like to lose it, 

as it is my fishing boat and the shad are beginning to run.” 

The soldiers whispered to each other, then seemed to nod in agree-

ment. The one who asked about the boat turned to Jones. “Have you 

heard the news, friend?” 

No, he had not, replied Jones. 
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“Then I will tell you. Our President was assassinated at 10 o’clock 

last night.” 

Jones uttered an ambiguous exclamation. “Is it possible!” 

Yes, the soldier answered,“and the men who did it came this way.” 

Now, a day later, Jones felt it in his bones: Colonel Cox wanted to see 

him about something connected to the assassination. 

Jones saddled up and accompanied young Cox to Rich Hill. Al-

though he had questions, Jones spoke little during the ride. His wartime 

experiences taught him to never talk about dangerous subjects except 

when absolutely necessary. Once they got to Rich Hill, Colonel Cox 

could do the talking; Jones would do the listening. Until then, the riders 

trotted northeast quietly, their silence broken only by harmless remarks 

about the weather or the condition of the roads. When Jones arrived at 

Rich Hill at about 9:00 a.m., he saw Colonel Cox waiting outside at the 

front gate. Jones dismounted, and Cox led him to an open place where 

no one could hide and eavesdrop on their conversation. An experienced 

secret agent, Jones sensed that Cox wanted to tell him something im-

portant. But his experience also counseled him to let his friend tell him 

in his own way, at his own pace. They spoke in pleasantries for several 

minutes, until Cox could avoid the subject no more. “Tom, I had visi-

tors about four o’clock this morning.” 

Normally Jones possessed the talent to remain stone silent and let 

another man talk, but now he could not restrain himself. He blurted 

out, “Who were they, and what did they want?” 

“They want to get across the river,” Cox explained. He paused, then 

spoke in a whisper. “Have you heard that Lincoln was killed Friday 

night?” 

Yes, Jones replied, telling Cox about his encounter with the two sol-

diers. 

For a full minute Cox did not speak. Then he broke the silence: 

“Tom, we must get those men who were here this morning across the 

river.” 

Jones’s intuition was right—not only did Cox want to see him about 
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the assassination, the killers were here! With that, Cox opened the fl ood-

gates and told Jones everything about the late-night visit from Booth 

and Herold.“Tom, you must get him across.” 

Jones was no coward—four years of loyal, dangerous service to the 

Confederacy had proved that. But the war was over. Jones mulled the 

situation over: “I knew that to assist in any way the assassin of Mr. Lin-

coln would be to put my life in jeopardy. I knew that the whole of south-

ern Maryland would soon be—nay, was even then—swarming with 

soldiers and bloodhounds on the trail, eager to avenge the murder of 

their beloved president and reap their reward. I hesitated for a moment 

as I weighed these matters.” 

Cox implored him a third time: “Tom, can’t you put these men 

across?” 

Jones made up his mind. “I will see what I can do, but the odds are 

against me. I must see these men; where are they?” 

Where was John Wilkes Booth? That is exactly what 

the entire country—Stanton and his men in Washington, soldiers and 

detectives in the field, sailors on the rivers and at sea, the American peo-

ple everywhere, and, of course, the newspapers—wanted to know. And 

when would he be captured? The daily papers were fi lled with ridicu-

lous predictions. On April 16, the Chicago Tribune, several hundred 

miles away from the center of action in Washington, announced that 

Lincoln’s assassin would be taken momentarily: “The escape of the 

paracide, Booth, and his confederates can only be for a few days or 

hours. Millions of eyes are in vigilant search of them, and soon they will 

be in the hands of justice . . . no place on this side of perdition can shelter 

them.” Except for a pine thicket, perhaps. Ignorant of the situation, op-

timistic editors in faraway Chicago predicted Booth’s “quick capture 

and hanging.” Then, to hedge their bets, they published an absurd and 

contradictory headline: “The Assassin Arrested, or Still at Large.” Was 

he still on the run, the Tribune asked, or was there any truth to the “un-
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confirmed report that Booth was arrested at 9:00 a.m. near Fort Hast-

ings on the Bladensburg Road,” when the foolish assassin “approached 

our pickets boldly.” 

The April 16 edition of the New York Herald shared the Chicago Tri-

bune’s optimism: “The most expert detectives in the country are en-

gaged in the investigation, and no pains, labor, skill or expense will be 

spared in its prosecution.” 

Captain Cox told Thomas Jones that his overseer Frank-

lin Robey had guided Booth and Herold in the middle of the night to a 

pine thicket about a mile west of his house. Lincoln’s killer was there 

now, waiting for someone to come and rescue him. Cox gave Jones the 

whistle code, a trio of varying notes, and cautioned him to approach 

the fugitives warily. Heavily armed and skittish, they might kill him. 

“Take care how you approach them. They are fully armed and might 

shoot you through mistake.” 

Alone, Jones rode west toward his unsought rendezvous with Lin-

coln’s assassin. The sun was at his back. That would make him a more 

diffi cult target. 

Soon after he entered the pines, Jones saw movement. It was not the 

fugitives. Instead, he found an unattended bay mare, with black legs, 

mane, and tail, and a white star on her forehead. The horse, fitted with a 

saddle and bridle, wandered around and grazed in a small clearing 

made some time previously for a tobacco bed. Jones tied the animal to a 

tree and pressed forward. Quietly, he inched deeper into the woods. The 

pines were thick now, and Jones could not see more than thirty or forty 

feet in front of him. He’d better give the signal soon, he thought, before 

he caught the two men by surprise and they shot him. Jones stopped in 

his tracks and whistled an odd mix of notes, like an intoxicated blue-

bird. 

David Herold, “scarcely more than a boy,” Jones thought, rose from 

the brush and aimed his Spencer carbine at him. The weapon was 
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cocked and ready to fire. “Who are you, and what do you want,” de-

manded Herold. He brandished the weapon menacingly. 

“I come from Cox,” Jones replied.“He told me I would find you here. 

I am a friend; you have nothing to fear from me.” 

Herold stared at Jones, then, satisfied, relaxed his tense grip on the 

Spencer and spoke curtly. “Follow me.” He guided Jones thirty yards 

deeper into the pines, through thick undergrowth, to a man partly con-

cealed by the brush. Jones’s excitement grew. He was about to discover 

the answer to the question that, for the past thirty-six hours, possessed 

an entire nation—where was John Wilkes Booth? 

“This friend comes from Captain Cox,” said Herold, looking down 

to a man on the ground. 

Nearly overcome by a mixture of thrill and fear, Jones saw John 

Wilkes Booth for the fi rst time. “He was lying on the ground with his 

head supported by his hand. His carbine, pistols and knife were close 

behind him. A blanket was drawn partly over him. His slouch hat and 

crutch were lying by him. He was dressed in dark—I think black— 

clothes . . . travel-stained . . . though he was exceedingly pale and his fea-

tures bore the evident trace of suffering, I have seldom, if ever, seen a 

more strikingly handsome man.” 

Prior to meeting Booth, Jones had little enthusiasm for this risky 

scheme. Yes, he had promised Cox that he would help, and he would 

never go back on his word to his old friend. But he did not relish the 

duty. Meeting the assassin changed everything. 

“His voice was pleasant,” noted Jones. “Though he seemed to be suf-

fering intense pain from his broken leg, his manner was courteous and 

polite,” he observed with approval. Booth, even in these dire circum-

stances, remembered how to please an audience, and Jones was smitten. 

“But sooner had I seen him in his helpless and suffering condition than 

I gave my whole mind to the problem of how to get him across the river. 

Murderer though I knew him to be, his condition so enlisted my sym-

pathy in his behalf that my horror of his deed was almost forgotten in 

my compassion for the man, and I felt it my bounden duty to do all I 
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could to aid him; and I made up my mind, be the consequences to me 

what they might, from that time forth my every energy should be bent 

to the accomplishment of what then seemed to be the well-nigh hope-

less task of getting him to Virginia.” 

Booth confided what Jones already knew—he had killed Lincoln. 

The assassin conceded that the odds were against him. “He said he knew 

the United States Government would use every means in its power to 

secure his capture.” But, vowed the actor, his aroused black eyes glowing 

with their signature brightness, “John Wilkes Booth will never be taken 

alive.” Thomas Jones was sure he meant it. 

Jones proposed a plan. He would do all he could to get Booth and 

Herold across to Virginia, but they must leave it to him to decide when 

and how they would make the attempt. Patience was essential. Jones 

was willing to assume great personal risk, but not to lead a blatantly 

suicidal mission. “You must stay right here, however long, and wait till I 

can see some way to get you out; and I do not believe I can get you out 

until this hue and cry is somewhat over. Meantime, I will see that you 

are fed.” Jones hoped that the soldiers and detectives scouring the area 

would give up soon and ride on to new territory once they concluded 

that Booth was not hiding nearby. 

Until then, Booth and Herold must not leave the pine thicket, make 

noise, or do anything that might let anyone know they were there. Jones 

said they had to wait for exactly the right moment to cross the Potomac. 

They needed a dark night, smooth water, deserted riverbanks, and the 

departure of many of the soldiers and detectives who had already fol-

lowed Booth south into Maryland. That might take days. Jones per-

suaded Booth and Herold to adopt his ingenious, counterintuitive plan. 

The best way for them to escape, Jones reasoned, was to stop running 

from their pursuers and to go into hiding. Manhunters were already 

concentrating south of Washington. Soon federal forces would join Da-

vid Dana and infest Charles County. It was smarter to try to escape by 

standing still, letting the manhunters sweep through the region, before 

they moved on to search elsewhere. 
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With his simple plan, Jones confounded the whole manhunt for 

John Wilkes Booth. A lone Confederate agent, without resources and 

nearly penniless, had just checkmated the frantic pursuit by thousands 

of men being orchestrated from Washington by Secretary of War Stan-

ton. 

Stanton may have lost Booth’s trail in the pines, but 

he was closing in on the author of the notorious “Sam” letter found in 

Booth’s room at the National the night of the assassination. On the af-

ternoon of April 16, Charles Dana received a telegram from Provost 

Marshal James McPhail in Baltimore: “I have traced Samuel Arnold to 

Fortress Monroe. Will send two men for him who know him personally. 

Send me a telegraph order to make arrest at fortress. Telegraphing for 

arrest may flush it.” Dana replied within fifteen minutes:“Arrest Samuel 

Arnold, suspected of being concerned in the murder of the President.” 

The hunt for Booth’s old school chum was on. 

The same day, April 16, Confederate Lieutenant General R. S. Ewell 

sent a remarkable letter to U. S. Grant, signed by him and also on behalf 

of sixteen other Confederate generals. They didn’t kill Lincoln, Ewell 

swore. He expressed “unqualified abhorrence and indignation for the 

assassination of the President of the United States. . . . No language can 

adequately express the shock produced upon myself, in common with 

all the other general offi cers confined here with me, by the occurrence 

of this appalling crime, and by the seeming tendency in the public mind 

to connect the South and Southern men with it. . . . [W]e are not assas-

sins, not the allies of assassins, be they from the North or from the 

South.” 

Stanton, along with most government and military offi cials, as well 

as the American people, still blamed the Confederacy for Lincoln’s mur-

der. Booth, it was widely believed, acted merely as its agent. But if it was 

not true, perhaps the resources of the Confederacy could be deployed 

to assist in the manhunt. In a startling move, Stanton considered enlist-
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ing the Confederacy’s legendary “gray ghost” and cavalry genius, John 

Singelton Mosby, in the manhunt. On April 16 Stanton telegrammed 

instructions to General Hancock, soon to parley over surrender terms 

with Mosby at Winchester, Virginia: “In holding an interview with 

Mosby it may be needless to caution an old soldier like you to guard 

against surprise or danger to yourself; but the recent murders show 

such astounding wickedness that too much precaution cannot be taken. 

If Mosby is sincere he might do much toward detecting and apprehend-

ing the murderers of the President.” 



Chapter Six 
“ That Vile Rabble of Human Bloodhounds” 

No one expected Booth to stop running. Soon the 

manhunters would track Booth to the Surrattsville tavern, and 

then to Doctor Mudd’s. But then the trail went cold. The assassin 

seemed to simply vanish. Back in Washington, the mood at the War De-

partment turned foul. Had he done it? Had Lincoln’s murderer actually 

escaped? 

Booth was a man of impulse and action, not patience and inertia, 

and he knew the river was tantalizingly close. He was eager to cross it, so 

that he and Davey could be among friends on the Virginia side this very 

night. And he was convinced he could be, if only Jones agreed to act 

decisively. Hiding in a pine thicket for days seemed to increase the dan-

ger of capture, not reduce it. Still he deferred to the river ghost’s judg-

ment. Booth knew that he still had no choice. Thomas Jones was Booth’s 

only hope. If he and Herold defied Jones, if they left the pines that night 

and made a desperate run for the river on their own, they would almost 

certainly be captured or killed. Even if they made it to the riverbank, 

where would they find a boat? Jones was the only option. Moreover, 

something about Jones made Booth trust him. The operative’s laconic, 

steely, no-nonsense manner appealed to Booth, who fancied himself an 

astute judge of other men’s hearts. And Jones did know the surround-

ing terrain and the river as well as Booth knew the streets of Washing-
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ton and the passageways of Ford’s Theatre. If this cunning, rebel 

nighthawk could not get Booth across, no one could. 

Jones had spoken emphatically: “You must stay right here, how-

ever long, and wait till I can see some way to get you out.” But there 

would be no doctor. Jones explained that it was too dangerous to bring 

a local Maryland physician to the pines. Once Booth crossed the river 

he could seek a rebel doctor in Virginia. Booth and Herold surrendered 

to Jones’s plan and placed themselves in his hands. But the assassin had 

a few urgent questions. What did the people think? What could Jones 

tell him about what people were saying about the assassination? Jones 

assured him that most men of Southern sympathies were gratifi ed by 

Booth’s act. 

Booth wanted more. If it was not too much trouble, he asked, could 

Jones please bring some current Washington newspapers—say, yester-

day’s Daily Morning Chronicle, the Evening Star, or the National Intelli-

gencer—from Saturday, April 15, the day Lincoln died, or from today, 

the sixteenth, Black Easter? Incredibly, despite his pain, exhaustion, and 

dire, life-threatening predicament, the actor was eager to read his re-

views. Booth was especially keen to pore over the Intelligencer and enjoy 

a particular article—the contents already quite familiar to him—he ex-

pected to find in its pages. 

As Jones prepared to leave the thicket, he offered Davey Herold 

something of more practical use than newspapers—the location of a 

freshwater spring thirty to forty yards away. The assassins were thirsty, 

and the spring would sustain them while they waited to cross the river. 

Jones warned Herold to approach it cautiously because there was a little 

footpath near it that was used by the locals. Federal troops would never 

discover it, but better that no one, not even friendly Southerners, lay 

eyes on the fugitives. 

Jones mounted his horse. They would go down to the river as soon 

as it was safe, he reiterated. Until then, he promised, he would not aban-

don the assassins. He would come to them every morning, carrying 

food and newspapers—and hope. Jones spurred his horse, navigated 
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slowly through the pine trees, and vanished from sight. For the next 

twenty-four hours, until—or if—Jones returned on Monday morning, 

April 17, Booth and Herold were on their own. 

Riding home from the pine thicket, Thomas Jones con-

templated the predicament he had just gotten himself into. When he 

awoke on the morning of April 16, he was just another veteran of Con-

federate service whose war had come to an end. All Jones wanted to do 

was lick his wounds, recover as best he could from his fi nancial losses, 

and work his farm. But now, just a few hours later, he placed himself in 

greater peril than at any time during his years of secret, wartime ex-

ploits. Never had he been entrusted with a more dangerous, and as he 

would soon learn, valuable secret. An entire nation was demanding 

with one voice, “Where is John Wilkes Booth?” Thomas Jones was one 

of four men in the country, including the Coxes and their overseer, who 

knew the answer. Jones also knew something else. If Union troops 

caught him harboring the murderer of Abraham Lincoln, the best he 

could hope for was a long return visit to the Old Capitol prison. The 

more likely punishment was death. Jones had no illusions about how 

the North would view him: “I would be looked upon as the vile aider 

and abettor of a wretch stained with as dark a crime as the recording 

angel ever wrote down in the eternal book of doom.” 

Jones’s impromptu plan had one overriding theme: do nothing to 

attract suspicion. That meant following his daily routines and doing 

nothing out of the ordinary. Getting the newspapers was easy enough. 

He collected them throughout the war and obtaining them now would 

not seem unusual. After all, everyone wanted to read the latest news 

about Lincoln’s assassination, and if federal troops caught him with 

several newspapers in his saddlebags, Jones could plead natural, inno-

cent curiosity. The food would be harder to explain. Why was a local 

farmer riding around the countryside with a haversack or saddlebags 

stuffed with provisions? And how could Jones explain the copious bags 
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of feed needed for Booth and Herold’s hungry horses? And what about 

the boat? He had to get it ready to be used at a moment’s notice. When 

the time came to flee to the river, Jones would have to rush to the pine 

thicket and get Booth and Herold moving fast. The previous day Jones 

had discovered two Union cavalrymen lurking near his little bateau at 

Pope’s Creek. Perhaps they were staking it out, waiting for Lincoln’s as-

sassin to claim it. No, it was too dangerous to take a chance on the 

bateau. Fortunately for Booth and Herold, Thomas Jones possessed one 

last boat, an eleven-foot-long, lead-colored, flat-bottomed skiff hidden 

in marsh grass upstream from the bateau on Pope’s Creek. As far as he 

knew, Union troops hadn’t yet found the skiff. 

Jones had to secure that second boat immediately: “Booth’s only 

chance for crossing the river depended upon my being able to retain 

possession and control of one of these two boats.” To formulate a plan, 

Jones summoned up all of his wartime experience in evading Union 

patrols. As soon as he arrived home Jones instructed his former slave 

Henry Woodland to take the skiff out every morning and fish for shad 

with the gill nets. By this time it was not unusual to see a black man fi sh-

ing with nets on the river in southern Maryland, and Woodland 

wouldn’t attract much attention from Union patrols. Jones instructed 

Woodland to cast off from Pope’s Creek on Monday morning but not to 

row the boat back to the creek. Instead, he was to land at a place called 

Dent’s Meadow. Then, for the rest of the week, Woodland was to keep 

up that routine, casting off from Dent’s each morning, and landing 

there in the afternoon with his catch, taking care to conceal the boat 

from thieves. Jones never told Henry the special significance of Dent’s 

Meadow—the place he had chosen as the perfect location from which 

to take Booth and Herold across the river. 

Jones considered the spot favorable terrain: “Dent’s meadow was 

then a very retired spot back of Huckleberry farm, about one and a half 

miles north of Pope’s Creek, at least a mile from the public road and 

with no dwelling house in sight. This meadow is a narrow valley open-

ing to the river between high and steep cliffs that were then heavily tim-
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bered and covered by an almost impenetrable undergrowth of laurel. A 

small stream flows through the meadow, widening into a little creek as 

it approaches the river. It was from this spot I determined to make the 

attempt of sending Booth across to Virginia.” Jones had chosen the 

place, but now he had to await the right moment. 

On Easter Sunday, between 10:00 and 11:00 a.m., George 

Atzerodt showed up at the home of Hezekiah Metz, about twenty-

two miles from Washington, in Montgomery County, Maryland. Atze-

rodt joined Metz and three of his guests, Somerset Leaman, James 

E. Leaman, and Nathan Page, for the midday meal. Atzerodt was known 

to the people in these parts by another name, “Andrew Atwood.” Som-

erset had known him for years, and when Atzerodt arrived at Metz’s he 

teased him: 

“Are you the man that killed Abe Lincoln?” The joke must have fro-

zen the German in his tracks. 

Atzerodt laughed and said,“Yes.” 

“Well, Andrew,” Leaman continued, “I want to know the truth of it; 

is it so?” He asked if Lincoln had really been assassinated. 

“Yes, it is so; and he died yesterday evening about 3 o’clock.” 

Leaman asked if it was also true that Seward’s throat was cut, and 

two of his sons were stabbed. 

“Yes,”Atzerodt replied, “Mr. Seward was stabbed, or rather cut at the 

throat, but not killed, and two of his sons were stabbed.” 

Leaman asked if it was also true that General Grant had been mur-

dered. 

“No, I don’t know whether that is so or not; I don’t suppose it is so; 

if he had been, I should have heard it.” 

At the dinner table James Leaman also asked about Grant, and Atze-

rodt replied: “No, I don’t suppose he was; if he was killed, he would have 

been killed probably by a man that got on the same car that Grant got 

on.” Atzerodt did not know it, but with those words he had just sealed 
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his doom. After dinner, oblivious to the danger, he continued on to the 

home of his cousin, Hartman Richter, arriving there between 2:00 and 

3:00 p.m. 

Samuel Mudd decided that he could not let Easter 

Sunday, April 16, pass without doing something. By breakfast time, 7:00 

a.m., Booth and Herold enjoyed a twelve-hour head start from his farm. 

If all had gone well, they should have reached William Burtles’s place 

well before sunrise. Although Mudd did not know it, the fugitives made 

even better progress by bypassing Burtles altogether and riding straight 

to Captain Cox’s. 

Mudd considered his predicament. He could choose to do nothing, 

and wait for federal troops to visit his farm, but perhaps the soldiers 

might never come. Or they might. Someone might even tip them off. 

The doctor’s servants and former slaves knew he had taken in an in-

jured patient the very night of Lincoln’s assassination. Some of them 

had even seen Booth while he rested in bed or hobbled around on his 

crutches. Too many people had seen Booth for Mudd to keep the visit a 

secret forever. 

Several of Mudd’s neighbors were aware that he knew John Wilkes 

Booth. Worshippers had spotted them together last winter at St. Mary’s 

on two occasions. And how long would it be before the authorities in-

terviewed George Gardiner, the man who sold Booth the one-eyed 

horse, or Thomas L. Gardiner, the youth who delivered the animal to 

the actor? Peter Trotter, the blacksmith, would surely remember the day 

when Mudd and Booth brought the handicapped mare over for a new 

set of horseshoes. Moreover, several witnesses had seen Mudd and 

Booth together in Washington. It was inevitable. At some point, proba-

bly soon, the soldiers or detectives would discover two things about Dr. 

Mudd: he had visitors on assassination night, and, even more damning, 

he had links to Booth. 

Mudd decided to seize the initiative in a way calculated to throw 
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suspicion off himself. Today he would inform on—but not actually 

betray—Lincoln’s assassin. Mudd crafted a simple but clever cover 

story. He would merely report that two strangers, a man with a broken 

leg and his youthful companion, had called at his home unexpectedly, 

in the predawn hours of April 15. He treated the injury, and the strang-

ers did not stay long. He was suspicious of these men, he would say, and 

thus felt duty bound to report them to the Thirteenth New York Cav-

alry in Bryantown. Those were the bare bones. 

Then Mudd added a clever touch. Instead of riding into Bryantown 

himself and facing the troops, he would ask his second cousin, Dr. 

George Mudd, a loyal Unionist, a species rare in these parts, to report 

the strangers on his behalf. He hoped that having this information come 

from the lips of a man above suspicion by the federal authorities would 

allow him to hide beneath his cousin’s Unionist coattails if the troops 

wanted to question him. George Mudd’s vague, secondhand report 

would contain so few details that it would hardly prompt the soldiers to 

leap into their saddles and gallop off after two strangers. No, the infor-

mation would be useless until they followed the tip to its source, Samuel 

Mudd. Lieutenant Dana would have to send a patrol to Sam’s farm to 

press him for details about the strangers. All that would take time, which 

would give Booth even more time to put miles between himself and his 

pursuers. 

After Easter services on the morning of the sixteenth, Mudd asked 

his cousin George the favor of passing his story on to the cavalry in Bry-

antown. Mudd returned home, with an immense feeling of relief. Now, 

when the soldiers came, it would be at his behest, and not because he 

had fallen under suspicion. Through the afternoon and into the eve-

ning, Mudd anticipated the arrival of the manhunters. But they did not 

come. Unbeknownst to him, cousin George failed to ride into Bryan-

town to report the strangers. 

By the evening of April 16, Booth enjoyed a twenty-four-hour head 

start on any pursuers coming from Mudd’s farm. And thanks to George 

Mudd’s delay in fi ling his cousin’s report, Union troops, unaware that 
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Booth had even been at Samuel Mudd’s, had not begun their pursuit 

from that place. From the viewpoint of anxious offi cials back in Wash-

ington—Secretary of War Stanton chief among them—the progress of 

the manhunt was even worse. John Wilkes Booth had assassinated the 

president almost forty-eight hours ago but the manhunters had no 

solid leads. Yes, the police, detectives, and military officers had discov-

ered a number of leads on Booth’s cat’s-paws and conspirators, but 

none led to the assassin-in-chief. 

Hats, Deringer pistols, abandoned knives, broken revolvers, jackets, 

one-eyed horses, bankbooks, mysterious letters, plugs of tobacco, hotel 

registers, notes to vice presidents, theatrical trunks, spurs, bridles, sad-

dles, and eyewitness accounts were all fine clues that made the assassin 

and his accomplices seem tantalizingly vivid and near. These clues 

would make good evidence at a criminal trial as proofs of identity and 

guilt. The evidence collected on April 14 and 15 certainly confi rmed 

that it was Booth who had shot Lincoln, and that he seemed to have not 

one, but several, coconspirators. And the contents of Atzerodt’s room at 

the Kirkwood—plus Booth’s note to Johnson—suggested that the vice 

president had also been marked for death. But all this evidence spoke to 

Booth’s guilt, not his escape plan. Only the “Sam” letter, which suggested 

that two accomplices lived in Baltimore, hinted at Booth’s possible des-

tination. Booth could be anywhere. Sightings across the country of false 

Booths did not help the manhunters. With each passing hour Booth’s 

trail grew a little colder. Soon, he would vanish from sight, driving Stan-

ton and his men into a frenzy. Booth’s expertise in eluding the man-

hunters augmented, by the hour, the government’s embarrassment over 

its failure to apprehend him. 

On the night of April 16, Stanton had no idea of Booth’s where-

abouts or destination. Yes, it was probably the assassin who gave the 

name “Booth” to Sergeant Cobb at the bridge and fled into Maryland. It 

was fortunate for Stanton that the persistent stable man Fletcher had 

chased Herold that far and revealed Booth’s crossing earlier than the 

manhunters would have otherwise discovered it. But where did he go 
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after that? At 8:30 p.m. Quartermaster General Meigs telegrammed Col-

onel Newport, chief quartermaster at Baltimore, with new instructions 

for the hunt that revealed the manhunters’ confusion about Booth’s in-

tentions:“The murderers of the President and Secretary of State have, it 

is believed, gone southeast, and will perhaps attempt to escape by water 

to the Eastern Shore, or to board some vessel waiting for them, or some 

vessel going to sea. The Potomac will be patrolled by steamers from 

Washington. . . . The object is to catch the murderers. Vigilance and 

speed.” Perhaps, Meigs feared, other conspirators awaited Booth at the 

shore with an oceangoing vessel, ready to put to sea and sail or steam all 

the way to France or England for sanctuary. During the war, Confeder-

ate blockade-runners had made the dangerous crossing scores of times. 

Perhaps one was anchored somewhere off the Maryland coast, ready to 

embark on one last, daring voyage. 

On Monday morning, April 17, Thomas Jones appeared to 

go about his regular business. He tended to chores, ate his usual break-

fast at the customary time, and made sure that Henry Woodland con-

tinued his daily fishing expeditions. At the pine thicket, Booth and 

Herold, awake for hours, wondered if their benefactor would return. 

Jones pulled on his baggy, deep-pocketed overcoat and thrust his arms 

through the sleeves. He grabbed some bread, butter, and ham, fi lled a 

flask with coffee, and stuffed everything into his pockets. He folded the 

newspapers, printed on soft, thick rag paper, and stashed them in his 

coat, too. Then, in a clever ruse, he carried a basket of corn on his arm 

to throw off any Union troops he might encounter. If stopped and ques-

tioned, he would claim that he was on his way to feed his hogs that ran 

free in the woods. A little before 10:00 a.m. Jones mounted his horse 

and rode toward the pine thicket. 

About one hundred yards from Booth’s camp, Jones dismounted 

and led his horse forward on foot, then tied him. Just as he did the pre-

vious morning, Jones walked ahead slowly until, within earshot of the 
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assassins, he whistled the secret melody. This time Booth and Herold 

welcomed him, not with a well-aimed carbine pointed at his heart, but 

with open arms. They had not eaten in almost thirty hours and eyed the 

contents of Jones’s pockets hungrily as he unloaded them. Booth espe-

cially wanted the other treats those pockets yielded—newspapers! At 

last, three long days after the assassination, he could read about his 

history-making actions and how they were reported to the nation. 

Booth’s pleasure could not hide his worsening condition. The leg 

was bad, and Booth was obviously in more pain than when Jones fi rst 

saw him twenty-four hours ago. The assassin said he was impatient to 

continue his escape across the river where he could fi nd shelter indoors 

and see another doctor. Jones started explaining the situation again but 

became distracted when he heard a familiar and terrifying noise in the 

distance—clanking metal and horses’ hooves pounding the earth. In-

stantly Jones recognized the sound—cavalry sabers slapping the saddles 

of Union troops riding in their direction. It was too late for Herold and 

Jones to boost Booth up on the bay mare and gallop away, and a fi ght 

was out of the question: Booth couldn’t walk, Jones was unarmed, and 

Herold was untested in battle. Plus, with only two revolvers and a Spen-

cer carbine, they couldn’t hold off a patrol of Union cavalry for long. 

The trio hugged the ground and held their breath. The horses, barreling 

down a road near the pine thicket, closed the distance. They got within 

two hundred yards. It was Booth’s closest brush with manhunters since 

he galloped down the alley behind Ford’s Theatre. Then, instead of veer-

ing into the pines, the troops stayed on the road, passed the thicket, and 

continued on until the sound of hoofbeats dwindled in the distance. 

Jones locked eyes with Booth: “You see, my friend, we must wait.” 

“Yes,” Booth conceded, “I leave it all with you.” 

On the morning of the seventeenth another man 

waited, too. Troops had still not called on Dr. Mudd to pursue his tip— 

because they did not know about it. It wasn’t until Monday afternoon 
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that George Mudd got around to riding to Bryantown. He asked to see 

the commanding officer and, introduced to Lieutenant Dana, divulged 

his cousin’s vague, one-day-old report about the two suspicious strang-

ers. Then, in an unbelievable stroke of luck for Booth and Herold, Dana 

dismissed the news as stale and unimportant. He thanked George Mudd 

and sent him on his way. And, providentially for the assassins, Dana 

chose not to send troops to Samuel Mudd’s farm to investigate. Dis-

tracted by other leads, Dana ignored the one tip that placed Lincoln’s 

assassin—if only momentarily—within his reach. 

When the soldiers had not come by that evening, Mudd relaxed. 

Perhaps, by this point, they would not come at all. According to Mudd’s 

calculations, Booth was long gone, probably even across the Potomac 

River into Virginia by now. With the assassin’s trail in Maryland run-

ning cold, the manhunters would soon depart Charles County and shift 

the action to places far from Bryantown and his farm. 

According to premature reports in the newspapers, Booth had al-

ready moved on. The April 17 Chicago Tribune already had him cross 

the Potomac, reporting “it is now the general impression that the mur-

derer Booth and his accomplices have escaped into Virginia. It is un-

likely that a person so well known would attempt to travel through the 

north.” Of course the Tribune reported in the same issue: “Booth was 

captured this morning. The story is that his horse threw him and in-

jured him so severely that he was obliged to seek relief on the Seventh 

Street road” on the outskirts of Washington. The April 17 New York 

Herald assured its readers, “Detectives are on the hunt. The most expert 

men in the profession, from New York and other cities are here for this 

purpose. Colonel L. C. Baker has arrived today, and is engaged in ferret-

ing out the assassins. It is believed they will be caught within twenty-

four hours.” 

Thomas Jones had experienced enough excitement for 

one day. He agreed to return to the thicket around the same time next 
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morning, Tuesday the eighteenth, carrying more food and newspapers, 

but he refused to bring horse feed again. Concealing the feedbags was 

impossible, and he could not carry enough, anyway, to sate the two rav-

enous horses. After two days without food, they had ferocious appe-

tites—and they also made a lot of noise. Jones advised the men to get 

rid of the horses. They wouldn’t be needed to get to Dent’s Meadow, 

and they couldn’t be ferried across the river in a little rowboat. Better to 

dispose of them here and now, before the next cavalry patrol came by 

and they betrayed the site of the camp. Booth agreed: “If we can hear 

those horses, they can certainly hear the neighing of ours, which are 

uneasy from want of food and stabling.” David Herold reluctantly went 

along with this. He loved animals, but realized that, with Booth helpless 

on the ground, the deed fell to him. Jones said good-bye and left for 

Huckleberry. 

The horses had served them well. The white-starred bay that could 

move like a cat had saved Booth in the alley behind Ford’s Theatre. She 

galloped superbly through downtown Washington, her hooves pound-

ing distance between Booth and any pursuers during the thrilling, 

moonlit ride. The roan horse had made it possible for Herold to escape 

from the botched Seward assassination attempt. Now their reward for 

this faithful service was death. Davey untied both horses and led them 

by the reins to a quicksand morass about a mile from the pine thicket. 

Quickly, he shot each one in the head with a pistol or the carbine, and 

then sank their bodies, still accoutered with saddles, bits, bridles, stir-

rups, and all. There they rest in an unmarked grave, their skeletons un-

discovered to this day. 

Killing the horses was the third time since the assassination that Da-

vid Herold gave up the chance to abandon John Wilkes Booth. On the 

night of April 14, he kept their rendezvous at Soper’s Hill when he could 

have fled and gone into hiding. On the fifteenth, when he rode from Dr. 

Mudd’s to the vicinity of Bryantown, he could have left Booth behind at 

the farm and kept riding. Now, in the pine thicket, all he had to do was 

kill one of the horses, mount the other, and gallop away. Without the 
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lame actor—who, after all, was the main prey of the manhunters—Her-

old had a better chance of melting into the countryside. 

Davey returned to the thicket and sat on the ground beside his 

master. Never during their escape were they more alone and vulnerable. 

If Union cavalry descended upon them now, they would not be able 

to make a run for it. Even two healthy, well-rested men, which Booth 

and Herold were not, could never outrun a mounted pursuit. And 

if Thomas Jones decided to abandon them, how would they find a boat 

to cross the river? They kept low to the ground and waited for night-

fall. 

Marooned in this desolate place, did Booth reminisce about happier 

days, when he and his beloved sister, Asia, played as carefree teenagers 

in the forests of Bel Air, Maryland? Once upon a time, before he became 

a famous actor and a denizen of America’s great cities, Booth loved to 

commune with nature. Asia’s bittersweet memories of their frolics 

haunted her in the days following the assassination: “In the woods he 

would throw himself face downward and nestle his nose close into the 

earth, taking long sniffs of ‘the earth’s healthy breath’. . . [h]e declared 

this process of inhaling wholesome odors and rich scents was delight-

ful . . . [h]e called it ‘burrowing,’ and he loved to nibble at sweet roots 

and twigs, so that I called him rabbit.” 

As darkness fell for the second night over Booth’s lonely, pine thicket 

encampment, did he remember another night among the pines of an-

other time and place, a magical Halloween eve with Asia that was eerily 

like this one? “It was a cold, dark night,” she reminisced, “with large fi -

ery stars set far up in the black clouds. A perfect starry floor was the 

heaven that night, and the smell of the earth—which may be the odor 

of good men’s bones rotting, it is so pleasurable and sanctifying—the 

aroma of the pines, and the rapturous sense of a solemn silence, made 

us feel happy enough to sing ‘Te Deum Laudamus.’” 

There would be no joyous song tonight. Instead, Booth and Herold 

murmured quietly, most likely talking of their crimes and speculating 

on their fate. What would they do? What would tomorrow bring? When 
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would they cross over the river and fi nd rest on the other side? When 

Booth smelled the forested scent of the thicket, did its sweet, piney odor 

take him back to a time of youthful innocence and allow him, briefl y, to 

forget murders and manhunts? In the black safety of the night, Booth 

and Herold rolled out their coarse, woolen blankets and slumbered, 

close to the earth. 

In Washington that night, the inhabitants of Mary 

Surratt’s boardinghouse prepared for bed, too. The manhunters had 

been here before. When detectives came to 541 H Street on April 14, 

just a few hours after the assassination, they left empty-handed. Their 

quarry, John H. Surratt, was not at home, and John Wilkes Booth was 

not found hiding there. But tonight the authorities came back, in the 

evening again, at a time when Mary and Anna Surratt and their board-

ers were likely to be home. The manhunters were desperate. Three days 

after the assassination, John Wilkes Booth was still on the run. They had 

uncovered plenty of clues to prove that he was the assassin, was the head 

of a conspiracy, and had probably fled south to Maryland, but they had 

no fresh clues about his present whereabouts. And Seward’s assassin re-

mained a mystery man—Stanton did not even know his name. The War 

Department suspected John Surratt of the Seward attack but had no 

proof. Someone at that boardinghouse must know something about 

the assassination, Stanton and his subordinates reasoned. Booth had 

been a regular caller and was John Surratt’s friend. It was time to go 

back and squeeze harder. It was about 11:00 p.m. on April 17. 

Colonel H. W. Wells sent Major W. H. Smith to the boardinghouse 

to arrest the residents and search the premises. When Smith arrived, he 

posted a few men outside and told the rest to follow him up the stairs to 

the front door. He rang the bell, and Mary Surratt came to an open win-

dow and asked, “Is that you, Mr. Kirby?” She thought it was a neighbor. 

Smith said it wasn’t Kirby and told her to open the door. When she did, 

Smith stepped into the hall. 
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“Are you Mrs. Surratt?” 

“I am the widow of John H. Surratt.” 

And, Smith continued,“the mother of John H. Surratt, Jr.?” 

“I am.” 

“I come to arrest you and all in your house, and take you, for exami -

nation, to General Augur’s headquarters.” 

It was odd, Smith recalled later, that Mrs. Surratt “did not ask even 

for what she was arrested,” and that she “expressed no surprise or feel-

ing at all.” 

While Smith and his men questioned the residents and prepared to 

transport them by carriage to General Augur’s headquarters, another 

official arrived at about 11:30 p.m. It was R. C. Morgan, under War De-

partment orders from Colonel Olcott to, as Morgan put it, “superintend 

the seizing of papers and the arrest of the inmates of the house.” By the 

time Morgan got there Smith and his team had already made the ar-

rests, and the boarders were gathered in the parlor, ready to leave. 

Morgan called for a carriage to transport the women, went back into 

the house, and closed the front door. Soon a man walking down H Street 

stopped at number 541, looked the house over, and walked up the front 

steps. He didn’t notice the men standing nearby in the street. He got to 

the front door and knocked, then rang the bell. Morgan and Captain 

Wermerskirch opened the door. Before them stood a large, powerful-

looking man, toting a pickax. The man was dressed in a gray coat, black 

pantaloons, and a fine pair of boots, and he wore atop his head an odd 

little makeshift hat cut from a shirtsleeve. As soon as the man stepped 

into the hall Morgan shut the door behind him. 

The man sensed that something was wrong. 

“I guess I am mistaken.” 

“Whom do you want to see?” 

“Mrs. Surratt.” 

“You are right: walk in.” 

Morgan peppered the late-night caller with questions: 
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“I asked him what he came there at this time of night for. He said he 

came to dig a gutter: Mrs. Surratt had sent for him. I asked him when. 

“In the morning,” the man replied. 

Morgan asked where he last worked. 

“Sometimes on I Street.” 

Morgan asked where he boarded. “He said he had no boarding 

house; he was a poor man, who got his living with the pick.” 

“How much do you make a day?” Morgan asked. 

“Sometimes nothing at all, sometimes a dollar, sometimes a dollar 

and a half.” 

“Have you any money?” 

“Not a cent.” 

Morgan asked the man why he came at this time of night to work, 

and he replied that he called just to find out what time he should start 

work in the morning. The man claimed that he had no previous con-

nection to Mrs. Surratt; she had seen him working in the neighborhood, 

knew he was a poor man, and offered him work. Morgan asked how old 

he was. 

“About twenty.” 

Where was he from? 

“Fauquier County, Virginia.” 

The man pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. It was an oath of 

allegiance to the Union, the type signed by former Confederate soldiers. 

Powell had signed it “L. Paine.” He had just stumbled into the War De-

partment’s raid in progress. But Smith, Morgan, Wermerskirch, and the 

others didn’t realize it yet. 

The officers noticed that his clothes, while soiled, were much too 

fine to belong to a day laborer. Their suspicions grew as the man stam-

mered more excuses. William Seward’s assassin was a big, young, strong 

man, too. 

Major Smith stepped to the doorway to the front parlor where Mary 

was sitting and asked her to come into the hall: “Mrs. Surratt, will you 
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step here for a minute?” When she came out, Lewis Powell was standing 

no more than three paces from her, near a gaslight fixture, and, as Smith 

remembered, “the gas was turned on at full head.” 

“Do you know this man? And did you hire him to come and dig a 

gutter for you?” 

It was the man she knew as Reverend Wood! Mary must have shud-

dered at the sight of him. No, not him, she likely cried silently. Her eyes 

locked upon the stranger’s in recognition. Powell’s remarkable face was 

unforgettable, and he had been to her home at least twice before. 

Mary raised her right hand as if swearing an oath. “Before God, sir, I 

do not know this man; and I have never seen him, and did not hire him 

to dig a gutter for me.” 

Powell looked at Mary and said nothing. 

Lewis Powell had been caught in a lie. Soon, George Alfred Townsend 

would make fun of his transparent cover story: “That night he dug a 

trench deep and broad enough for them to lie in forever.” Now Powell 

was trapped in the house. The soldiers had closed the front door behind 

him; in moments they would try to seize and arrest him. But unless they 

all moved at once—took him by surprise, tackled him in unison—they 

might lose their advantage. Technically, Powell was unarmed. He had 

abandoned his broken revolver on Seward’s floor and his knife, which 

he had dropped on the street in front of the secretary’s house, was in the 

hands of the government. He carried no more than a workman’s tool. 

But his prodigious strength could turn that tool into a deadly weapon. 

The pickax’s oak butt was a stout club, and its twin, spear-tipped iron 

points deadly, stabbing prongs. In Powell’s hands this humble tool was 

the equivalent of a primitive, close-combat pole arm from the Middle 

Ages. 

The odds seemed against him; fi ve men against one, confi ned in a 

compact foyer. But the tight space favored Powell. The soldiers began to 

press closer, and the closer they got, the more harm he could do. They 

were all within his killing range now. 

If Powell chose to fight, the clock would start ticking at the fi rst blow. 
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If he was quick, he could administer a second, skull-smashing strike by 

the time their hands reached for their holster flaps, and perhaps man-

age even a third swing of the pick before the survivors could draw, cock, 

and raise their revolvers. If Powell were lucky, he might deliver a fourth 

blow before a soldier could jerk the trigger and get off the fi rst panicked, 

hurried shot. If the bullet went wild, or hit him but failed to kill him 

instantly, Powell could respond with a fifth, mighty swing of the ax. 

He could do all of this in less then ten seconds and when it was over, 

he could, just as he had at Seward’s, step past the broken bodies of men 

with crushed skulls and gaping wounds and walk out Mrs. Surratt’s 

front door into the night. Powell glared at the soldiers. He could swing 

that ax quicker than they could draw their pistols. It was his move. 

Then the mighty Lewis Powell did something extraordinary. Inex-

plicably, meekly, without protest, he surrendered without a fi ght. 

The soldiers arrested Powell, Mary Surratt, her daughter Anna, 

Lewis Weichmann, a friend of John Surratt’s, and the rest of the board-

ers, including the terrified little Miss Appolonia Dean, an eleven-year-

old schoolgirl who lived alone without her parents at Mary Surratt’s. 

The soldiers searched the house and uncovered, or so they believed, 

additional incriminating evidence: photographs of Confederate gener-

als—one of President Jefferson Davis, some stray small-arms ammuni-

tion, a bullet mold. And the coup de grâce—a picture of John Wilkes 

Booth, hidden behind a picture frame. 

Powell and Mary Surratt were taken to General Augur’s headquar-

ters for questioning. Before leaving the boardinghouse, Mary Surratt 

begged Colonel Wells to allow her to say a prayer. She fell to her knees 

and prayed silently. 

If Lewis Powell had not blundered into the government’s hands this 

night, he might have escaped Washington and vanished from history. 

Instead, the government celebrated his capture as the first major break 

in the manhunt. The capture of Seward’s assassin on the third night 

since Good Friday was a triumph, secondary in importance only to 

finding the archfiend, John Wilkes Booth. Rival Washington photogra-
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phers salivated at the prospect of taking the first photos of Lewis Powell 

and selling copies to a public desperate for news and images of the great 

crime. But Stanton wasn’t quite ready to grant permission. With Booth, 

Herold, Atzerodt, and John Surratt still at large, forcing Powell to pose 

for souvenir photos while the manhunt was still under way might come 

across as an act of premature celebration. There would be time later for 

photos—of all of them. 

Wells tried to question Powell but the laconic assassin refused to co-

operate. The colonel noticed bloodstains on his shirt cuffs. 

“What do you think of that?” Wells taunted him. 

“That’s not blood,” Powell weakly claimed. 

Within hours of Powell’s arrest, William Bell, Seward’s servant, 

identified Powell as the knife-wielding maniac. And when Gus Seward 

came to see him, he was instructed to grab hold of Powell just as he had 

during the attack. Then Wells ordered Powell to say two words to Gus: 

“I’m mad.”Yes, Seward, affirmed, this was the man. 

Henry Wells wanted to interrogate Mary shortly after her arrest so 

she would have little time to reflect, and to craft well-rehearsed answers 

to his questions. Perhaps the experienced lawyer and offi cer was expect-

ing an easily intimidated woman whom he could browbeat into reveal-

ing all she knew about her son, about John Wilkes Booth, and about the 

other conspirators. If so, Wells was wrong. Mary Surratt proved his 

match, behaved coolly, and divulged no clues to help the manhunters 

track Booth. At the outset, she admitted freely facts that she was sure 

Wells already knew from other sources, especially her connection to 

Booth: “[Booth] has been coming to our house about two months; 

sometimes he called twice a day; we found him very much a gentleman. 

I think my son invited him home. . . . My son is a country-bred young 

gentleman. I was not surprised that he should make the acquaintance 

of such a man as Mr. Booth because I consider him capable of forming 

acquaintances in the best society.” Wells began the interrogation: 

“What was it that brought your son and J. Wilkes Booth together?” 

“I don’t know.” 
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“Has not the question occurred to you since the murder?” 

“Yes, Sir; but I could not account for it, and I think no one could be 

more surprised than we were that he should be guilty of such an act.” 

Wells questioned her about John Surratt’s connection to Booth’s 

other conspirators. 

“Don’t you know of his making the acquaintance of a Mr. 

Atzerodt?” 

“He was a German, I think. The name he gave me was 

‘Port Tobacco.’ He remained only part of a week, when I 

found some liquor in his room; no gentleman can board 

with me who keeps liquor in his rooms.” 

Wells shifted the interrogation to the subject of Lewis Powell. The 

colonel suspected that he had visited the boardinghouse recently pos-

ing as a minister named “Wood.” 

“What was the name of the other young man?” 

“I think his name was Wood.” 

Wells showed her a photograph of David Herold and she denied 

knowing him. That much was true. Neither Booth nor John Surratt had 

ever brought Herold to the boardinghouse. Wells continued to play cat 

and mouse with Mary, inviting her to name other visitors to her home 

and implying that she might as well tell him because he already knew 

the answers. “I assure you on the honor of a lady that I would not tell 

you an untruth.” Unimpressed, Wells countered, “I assure you, on the 

honor of a gentleman, I shall get this information from you.” But Wells 

wasn’t getting anywhere. He took a break. “Reflect a moment, and I will 

send for a glass of water for you,” he told Mary. After an aide served her, 

Wells asked a number of apparently innocuous questions about horses 

before shifting suddenly to the real subject of his interest—Lewis 

Powell. 
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“Did you meet the young man arrested this evening within 

two or three days and make an arrangement with him to 

come to your house this evening.” 

“No, Sir; the ruffian that was in my door when I came 

away? He was a tremendous hard fellow with a skull cap on, 

and my daughter commenced crying, and said these gentle-

men [Major Smith’s raiding party] came to save our lives. I 

hope they arrested him.” 

“He tells me now that he met you in the street and you 

engaged him to come to your house.” 

“Oh! Oh! It is not so, Sir; for I believe he would have mur-

dered everyone, I assure you.” 

“When did you see him fi rst?” 

“Just as the carriage drew up, he rang the door bell, and 

my daughter said, ‘Oh! There is a murderer.’” 

Perhaps Wells appreciated the ironic truth of Mary Surratt’s state-

ment. Indeed, she was correct. Powell was a killer, but one who posed 

no threat to Mary Surratt, her daughter, or the occupants of H Street. 

During her interview with Colonel Wells, Mary stonewalled the experi-

enced investigator and served Booth well. Yes, she had admitted the 

Atzerodt connection, but the manhunters had known about that for 

three days. On the night of the assassination, John Fletcher had identi-

fied Atzerodt’s bridle and recognized the one-eyed horse, and detectives 

had also connected him to Booth from their search of the German’s 

room at the Kirkwood House. But Mary Surratt did not tell Henry Wells 

about Booth’s April 14 visit to her, the field glasses, her carriage ride to 

Surrattsville, the “shooting irons”—or that she had seen Lewis Powell 

before. 

The interrogation over—for now—Wells refused to allow Mary to 

return home. He told her that she was still under arrest, and that he was 

sending her to the Old Capitol prison, where she would join the many 

other suspects and witnesses arrested after the president’s murder. Al-
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though she did not suspect it this night, Mary Surratt would never see 

her boardinghouse again. 

Monday, April 17, closed as the most successful day in the three-

day-old manhunt. Earlier that day government agents arrested Samuel 

Arnold in Baltimore. On April 14, detectives had ransacked Booth’s 

room at the National, on Sixth and Pennsylvania, a short walk from 

Ford’s Theatre. The “Sam” letter, discovered within hours of the assas-

sination, had, along with a detective’s tip, led to Arnold’s arrest. Arnold, 

age thirty-one, a former schoolmate of Booth’s and a Confederate army 

veteran, confessed that he’d participated in Booth’s earlier scheme to 

kidnap the president, but he denied any involvement in or knowledge 

of the assassination. He argued that the “Sam” letter, rather than prov-

ing his guilt, was evidence that he had quit the conspiracy weeks before 

the assassination. 

Michael O’Laughlen, age twenty-eight, another of Booth’s boyhood 

friends and also a former Confederate soldier from Baltimore and par-

ticipant in the kidnapping plot, was also seized on April 17. Provost 

Marshal McPhail knew O’Laughlen’s family, and Michael turned him-

self in to “spare his mother.” After O’Laughlen’s arrest, Charles Dana 

telegraphed McPhail in Baltimore with instructions on how to trans-

port him to Washington: “Bring [him] here in the train which leaves 

Baltimore at 6 p.m. Have him in double irons, and use every precaution 

against escape, but as far as possible avoid everything which can lead to 

suspicion on the part of the people on the train and give rise to an at-

tempt to lynch the prisoner. A carriage will be in waiting at the depot to 

convey him to the place of confi nement.” 

Edman Spangler, the thirty-nine-year-old Ford’s Theatre stagehand 

who briefly held the reins of Booth’s horse, had been arrested on April 

15, and was then released, only to be rearrested on April 17 along with 

Arnold, O’Laughlen, and Powell. In Spangler’s room, detectives made 

what they thought was an ominous discovery: a long coil of strong rope. 

Was it for Booth to rappel down from Lincoln’s box to the stage? Under 

any other circumstance, a rope is an innocent stagehand’s accessory, but 
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in the aftermath of Lincoln’s murder, it led to Spangler’s arrest. Poor 

Spangler had nothing to do with the assassination—or the earlier kid-

napping plot. But his long association with Booth, the rope, holding the 

bay mare’s reins, and the allegation by another theatre employee that 

Spangler said not to tell pursuers which way Booth went down the alley, 

earned him a cell in the Old Capitol prison. Many other people in the 

theatre were rounded up, including the Fords. Edwin Stanton declared 

the theatre a lair to which Lincoln had been lured, and surely those con-

nected to it must have conspired with the assassin. How else could 

Booth have escaped so smoothly and easily? The theatre building itself 

was “arrested” by the government—it was ordered closed and was even-

tually confiscated from the Fords. 

These were not the only arrests. The dragnet rounded up more than 

one hundred suspects: Junius Booth, one of the assassin’s brothers; a 

strange Portuguese sea captain named Celestino; various Confederate 

sympathizers and agents; and others who expressed disloyal senti-

ments. 

Although the arrest of one suspect after another filled the headlines, 

Booth and Herold had vanished. The New York Herald reported Booth 

sitting nonchalantly aboard a train to Philadelphia; Washington papers 

argued Booth was hiding in the capital. One of the most famous and 

recognizable men in America remained free. The American people de-

manded vengeance. Across the country, mobs beat suspected Booth 

sympathizers, and in several cases murdered them. A Union soldier 

named John F. Madlock, an officer of the U.S. Colored Cavalry in Port 

Hudson, Louisiana, wrote “a man who rejoiced at Lincoln’s death re-

ceived 16 bullets in his carcass . . . served him right.” Vigilante groups 

and soldiers forced Booth sympathizers to wear crude, hand-painted 

wooden signs around their necks reading “assassination sympathizer.” 

According to the Daily Morning Chronicle, in nearby Baltimore, an un-

identified group of men set upon a photographic studio when rumors 

spread that the owner sold prints of the infamous actor. 

The tumultuous news of the assassination raced the breadth of the 
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nation by telegraph and soon reached U.S. Army posts in California. In 

San Francisco, General McDowell issued an order to arrest anyone who 

spoke against Lincoln. 

Head Quarters Department of the Pacifi c 

San Francisco, Cal., April 17, 1865. 

GENERAL ORDERS, 

No. 27 

It has come to the knowledge of the Major-General 

commanding that there have been found within the 

Department persons so utterly infamous as to exult over the 

assassination of the President. Such persons become virtually 

accessories after the fact, and will at once be arrested by any 

officer or provost marshal or member of the police, having 

knowledge of the case. 

Any paper so offending or expressing any sympathy in any 

way whatever with the act, will be at once seized and 

suppressed. 

BY COMMAND OF MAJOR GENERAL McDOWELL: 

R. C. DRUM, 

Assistant Adjutant General 

In Grass Valley, California, a minister wrote a letter to a friend back 

east describing the violence that followed the arrival of the news: “When 

the news came of the assassination of Lincoln the excitement was tre-

mendous! Several men were shot right down dead by the Copperheads! 

And others were killed by Republicans in self defense! I loaded my dou-

ble guns, with four small balls to each barrel and kept it in my study 

ready for any emergency. I thought I would pray God have mercy on 

our Country, but I would have a little lead for the Rebels!” 

In Illinois, a U.S. Marine wrote a letter to his mother in Lockport, 

New York, describing the danger to those who spoke against Lincoln. 
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Mound City, Ill. 

April 18th, 1865 

Dear Mother, 

We are all in an uproar in this place about the death of the 

president and one or two has been shot in this place for using 

disloyal sentiments and there will be more shot if they do not 

keep their mouths shut. I hope that the president will hang 

every one of them now and not leave one just exterminate the 

whole race. It is not safe for any one to be out after dark in this 

place although I am up all hours of the night . . . it will not do to 

use any disloyal sentiments where we can hear it or they would 

get smacked very quick. I was in hopes that the war was nearly 

over but as things look I am afraid it has just begun but I hope 

not . . . it was hard for Lincoln to die now when he was just on 

the eve of seeing this rebellion trodden under foot when every 

body was rejoicing in his administration and when every thing 

looked bright for him. I would like to have my say with that 

Booth. I’ll bet he never would want to kill another president. I 

would take a pair of shears and cut him in pieces as you would 

cut a piece of cloth. Then I would dig out his eyes and then 

pour in boiling hot oil. I’d fix him well . . . mother give my love 

to all the folks and believe me your affectionate son. 

Wesley Severs 

U.S. Marine Barracks 

Mound City, Ill 

Booth’s escape incensed, but also thrilled, the nation. Photographs 

of him became so popular that soon the government banned their sale. 

Impossible to enforce, Stanton had the order rescinded. Ads appeared 

in Harper’s Weekly, Frank Leslie’s, and other newspapers that shame-

lessly offered Booth photos for sale—alongside mourning ribbons, 

badges, and photos of the martyred president. In Boston, a lithography 
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“The Assassin’s Vision.” Lincoln’s ghost haunts the fleeing Booth. 

company commissioned an artist to create a handsome bust portrait of 

the assassin that it sold in two sizes—small carte-de-visite form for the 

family album, and as a large print suitable for framing. Other printers 

rushed out less flattering products—fantasy prints of Satan whispering 

in Booth’s ear moments before he shot Lincoln, and of Booth riding 

furiously through a swamp infested with alligators and monsters. A 

carte-de-visite reproduced an allegorical painting titled The Assassin’s 

Vision, depicting Booth fleeing Washington, the great dome visible in 

the distant background, and multiple images of Lincoln’s ghost sprout-

ing in the trees above him. A Boston publisher released a piece of sheet 

music—“The Assassin’s Vision Ballad/Words and music by J. W. 

Turner”—to accompany the eerie artwork. It was the first song written 

about John Wilkes Booth and the manhunt. 

The Assassin rode on his fiery steed, His murd’rous work was 

done— 

In the darksome night with fleeting speed, Through woods his 

courser run! 



2 0 2   �  M A N H U N T  

As he hurried away from the scene of death, On his brow were 

looks of despair: 

Before him! around him! The evening’s breath Told him God’s 

vengeance was there! 

The pale moon beamed as onward he fled, The stars looked 

down from on high, 

The hills and valleys were crimson red As blood to the 

murd’rer’s eye! 

He shuddered! he trembled! And oft looked around, And 

dreary seemed each passing breeze, 

And lo! the assassin at ev’ry bound Saw a vision appear in the 

trees. 

Heaven had witnessed! He could not escape! The assassin’s fate 

was sealed— 

“Vengeance is mine!” saith God in his might, As the vision that 

night revealed. 

The assassin rode on with trembling and fear, And mournfully 

murmur’d the breeze; 

Before! around him! All vivid and drear, The vision appeared 

in the trees. 

Edwin Stanton needed help. By the third day it had become obvious 

that he could not devote his time and brainpower exclusively to the 

manhunt. He had a lot on his mind. The president’s murder was not 

only a national tragedy, but also a deep personal loss to the secretary. 

Ever since the wild carriage ride on the night of the fourteenth, and his 

first sight of his friend in the deathbed, Stanton had used his iron will to 

suppress his powerful emotions. He had almost broken down at the Pe-

tersen house after Lincoln died, but his brain was able to rule his heart. 

There were other concerns. He had a war to win. Just because Lee had 

surrendered did not mean that the Civil War was over. Strong Confed-

erate armies remained in the field in North Carolina, Texas, and else-

where, and their generals had not followed Lee’s example. Jefferson 
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Davis was still at large, the subject of another sensational manhunt. And 

like the search for Booth, the manhunt for Davis had failed. Soon the 

conflict might degenerate into a brutal, guerrilla war that might take 

years to win. And without Lincoln at his side, Stanton had to go on 

alone. The new president was not ready to assume the role of com-

mander in chief. 

There was more. Stanton had to organize Lincoln’s majestic funeral 

and then send the body on an unprecedented national tour, on the way 

home to Springfield. He had to help plan the reconstruction of the 

South, manage the entire Union army, conduct the everyday but still 

vitally essential business of the War Department, decide what to do with 

Booth’s captured conspirators, and organize a military tribunal to try 

them. He had to investigate the crime, determine the nature and extent 

of Booth’s conspiracy, and send pursuers after the assassin and the rest 

of his gang. It was more than one mind, even Stanton’s brilliant and 

well-disciplined one, could handle. He had to delegate authority to a 

small circle of trusted subordinates. 

When John Wilkes Booth planned the assassination 

and his escape he did not prepare for an extended campout under the 

stars. No, he had focused entirely on the need for speed and movement, 

not on cowering in the forest like a wounded animal, fearful that every 

passing sound meant that his hunters were about to grab him. Booth 

fled Ford’s Theatre like a pony express rider, traveling light for speed, 

unburdened by heavy equipment. Of course, an express rider carried 

the news: Booth fled from it. He disdained many of the ordinary accou-

trements that a cavalryman took with him in the field: pistol belt, car-

tridge boxes, cap box, ample ammunition, carbine shoulder sling, fi eld 

glasses, canteen, tin cup, eating utensils, rubberized gum blanket, wool 

blanket, saddlebags, provisions, and more. Booth had sacrifi ced neces-

sities to achieve the sprinting speed his horse needed to get from Ford’s 

Theatre to the Eleventh Street Bridge. 
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This strategy worked superbly and ensured his quick escape from 

downtown Washington. But it left him ill prepared for the next, unan-

ticipated phase of his journey: outdoor living in open country, the con-

sequence of his broken leg and the dangerous, delaying detour to Dr. 

Mudd’s. Booth fled Ford’s Theatre wearing the equivalent of a modern-

day business suit. The fabric of his black wool frock coat and trousers 

was coarser, sturdier, thicker, and a little warmer, but his fine suit re-

mained unsuitable for camping out in the pine thicket. And Booth 

packed no change of clothing, so his garments soon became soiled. It 

was one of the first things Thomas Jones noticed about him. Indeed, 

with each passing day Booth and Herold became less presentable to 

strangers, ruining a key element of Booth’s trademark, winning style— 

his elegant, beautifully dressed appearance. They could not bathe, 

change clothes, or even wash the clothes on their backs, and they looked 

rougher—and smelled worse—every day. They looked like the fugitives 

they were. Beyond aesthetics, however, their vagabond, ruffi an appear-

ance jeopardized the friendly reception they expected to receive at 

proper Virginia households across the river. 

Although Maryland’s mid-April spring climate that year was not 

cold, the nights were chilly and damp, especially for men with no over-

coats. The weather wore on the assassins, sapping warmth from their 

shivering bodies. And the ground was uncomfortable. They had no 

proper bedding, just a blanket for each man, supplied by either Dr. 

Mudd or Captain Cox. At least Herold could stand up, walk about, and 

stretch his legs to relieve his cramped muscles. But Booth’s body ached 

and atrophied as he lay on the ground, shifting positions occasionally to 

ease his pain. As far as Thomas Jones could tell from his daily visits, 

Booth never rose from the ground during the time in the thicket. 

On the morning of Tuesday, April 18, Jones paid his third call on the 

fugitives. This visit was briefer and less was said because Jones was in 

mortal danger. He risked his life every time he ventured into the thicket. 

Federal cavalrymen and U.S. detectives spread out along the nearby riv-

erbanks and searched day and night for Booth. If soldiers caught Jones 
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with the president’s murderer, they might shoot him on the spot or 

hang him from a pine tree. Soldiers had visited Huckleberry Farm sev-

eral times, and even searched his home once. Now, Jones handed over 

the food and more newspapers quickly, then departed. Booth’s curios-

ity about the country’s reaction was insatiable, and he beseeched Jones 

to bring all the papers he could. Jones remembered the scene vividly: 

“He never tired of the newspapers. And there—surrounded by the sigh-

ing pines, he read the world’s condemnation of his deed and the price 

that was offered for his life.” 

What he read stunned him. Whatever papers Booth held in his 

hands—the Daily Morning Chronicle, Evening Star, or National Intelli-

gencer from Washington; the Sun from Baltimore; the Inquirer from 

Philadelphia; or the Herald, Tribune, or Times from New York City— 

they all reviled him for his loathsome act. Even worse, Booth witnessed 

the first draft of history transform Abraham Lincoln from a controver-

sial and often unpopular war leader into America’s secular saint. News-

papers everywhere condemned the assassin in the most unsparing, 

unforgiving, vicious language imaginable. The accounts of the Seward 

attack sent Booth reeling. Had Powell gone insane? The indiscriminate 

viciousness of his coassassin’s assault shocked and revolted Booth. Yes, 

Seward had to go, and the early, erroneous news accounts reporting the 

secretary of state’s death delighted the actor. But the sons, the nurse, the 

messenger? At least Powell didn’t murder the girl. “Booth then,” Herold 

recalled, “made the remark that he was very sorry for the sons, but he 

only wished to God that Seward was killed.” 

Booth wasn’t the only one of his coconspirators stunned by news 

accounts of the attempted murder of Seward. John Surratt, still in 

Elmira a few days after the assassination, bought, on April 17, several of 

the New York papers. What he read terrified him. The stories identifi ed 

him as Seward’s assailant. “I could scarcely believe my senses. I gazed 

upon my name, the letters of which seemed to sometimes grow as large 

as mountains and then dwindle away to nothing.” It was time, Surratt 

concluded, to flee the country. 
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Booth searched the papers frantically for the article he wrote—his 

self-justification for killing the president—for publication in the Intel-

ligencer. On the afternoon of the assassination, he had presented it to 

his actor friend John Matthews in a sealed, addressed envelope for de-

livery the next day. Incredibly, not one newspaper published or even 

mentioned his manuscript. So he wrote another one. 

Booth drew from his pocket a small datebook for the previous year, 

1864. Although obsolete, the book, bound in worn, black covers, con-

tained a number of unused pages. Booth thumbed through it until he 

reached a blank page, which he annotated “Ti Amo/April 13–14 Friday 

the Ides.” Then, in a cramped, hurried hand, unlike his usual expansive 

style, he began his manifesto. 

“Until today nothing was ever THOUGHT of sacrificing to our 

country’s wrongs. For six months we had worked to capture. But our 

cause being almost lost, something decisive & great must be done. But 

its failure was owing to others, who did not strike for their country with 

a heart. I struck boldly and not as the papers say. I walked with a fi rm 

step through a thousand of his friends, was stopped, but pushed on. A 

Col. was at his side. I shouted Sic semper BEFORE I fi red. In jumping 

broke my leg. I passed all his pickets, rode sixty miles that night, with 

the bone of my leg tearing the flesh at every jump. I can never repent it, 

though we hated to kill; Our country owed all her troubles to him, and 

God simply made me the instrument of his punishment. The country is 

not what it WAS. This forced Union is not what I have loved. I care not 

what becomes of me. I have no desire to out-live my country. This night 

(before the deed), I wrote a long article and left it for one of the Editors 

of the National Intelligencer, in which I fully set forth our reasons for 

our proceedings. He or the Govmt . . .” 

At that moment, in midsentence, something—perhaps an interrup-

tion by David Herold, an alarming noise in the distance, or the black fall 

of the night—compelled Booth to stop writing, and his manuscript 

ends abruptly. Booth was wrong when he accused the newspaper or the 

government of suppressing his manifesto. He thought that he could 
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trust John Matthews to deliver it. He didn’t consider that his friend, ter-

rified of being connected to Lincoln’s assassin, might read the letter and 

then destroy it. 

When Booth wasn’t writing in his little notebook or reading the 

newspapers, what did he do while in the pine thicket? There was noth-

ing left but talk. Booth and Herold didn’t say much in front of Thomas 

Jones, confi ning their conversations to practical matters like food and 

newspapers, Booth’s need for medical assistance, and their prospects 

for a timely river crossing. That suited Jones fine. He was not a big talker 

or the inquisitive type and, prudently, he preferred to spend as little 

time as necessary at the fugitives’ hiding place. According to Jones, 

Booth did not draw him into abstract political discussions, try to im-

press him with exhilarating, firsthand tales of the fatal shot, his dra-

matic stage leap, or the unforgettable ride out of Washington—nor did 

he attempt to justify the assassination. He told Jones that he murdered 

Abraham Lincoln, that he didn’t regret it, and that was that. Booth and 

Herold kept their own counsel about how they intended to escape after 

crossing the Potomac, or what their final destination was, if they even 

had one. 

When alone with Herold, however, Booth could unburden himself. 

No doubt he reassured Herold about the very things he most needed to 

convince himself—they would cross the Potomac, they would fi nd suc-

cor in Virginia, they would survive. And no doubt Booth regaled Davey 

with repeated tellings of the assassination drama. And if the newspa-

pers wouldn’t let Booth tell the nation his noble motives for his crime, 

he could rehearse them over and over before his captive audience of 

one. To Herold it did not matter what Booth said. The impressionable 

youth had not joined the conspiracy for ideological reasons. He had 

been drawn into the actor’s orbit by Booth’s charisma, not his hatred of 

Lincoln. He was simply happy to abide in the presence of his hero, en-

joying the actor’s private, undivided attention. Although they had 

known each other for more than a year, they had never spent this much 

time together. After sharing the star with the other conspirators, and 
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with his many friends and fans, Herold felt privileged to have him to 

himself. Stranded in the pine thicket, Herold became, by default, the 

cynosure of Booth’s attention. It was like having the great actor stage a 

marathon performance just for him. The future was unknown. But 

Booth was certain that David Herold would never abandon him. 

Jones sensed Booth’s growing impatience and decided to ride over 

to the town of Port Tobacco on a scouting mission to find out how many 

Union troops were combing the area. A few weeks after Lincoln’s assas-

sination, Civil War journalist George Alfred Townsend damned the 

town as a rebel cesspool of corruption: “If any place in the world is ut-

terly given over to depravity, it is Port Tobacco. . . . Before the war [it] 

was the seat of a tobacco aristocracy and a haunt of Negro traders. It 

passed very naturally into a rebel post for blockade-runners and a rebel 

post-office general. Gambling, corner fighting, and shooting matches 

were its lyceum education. Violence and ignorance had every suffrage 

in the town . . . fi ve hundred people exist in Port Tobacco; life there re-

minds me, in connection with the slimy river and the adjacent swamps, 

of the great reptile period of the world, when iguanadons and ptero-

dactyls and pleosauri ate each other . . . into this abstract of Gomorrah 

the few detectives went like angels who visited Lot.” Indeed, the town 

was the stomping ground of the dissolute George Azterodt, Booth’s co-

conspirator and pathetic failed assassin of Vice President Andrew John-

son. He was so associated with this place that he actually went by the 

nickname “Port Tobacco.” 

As Jones rode into Port Tobacco, Union troops finally ventured out 

from Bryantown to Samuel Mudd’s farm. It was noon on Tuesday, April 

18, and the manhunt was at a standstill. That morning Lieutenant Alex-

ander Lovett accompanied by detectives William Williams, Simon Ga-

vacan, and Joshua Lloyd, and by nine soldiers from the Provisional 

Cavalry, had arrived in Bryantown. As David Dana and Alexander 

Lovett discussed their progress, Dana mentioned Dr. George Mudd’s 

secondhand tale of the two strangers. Intrigued, Lovett decided to fol-

low it up. The last verified sighting of John Wilkes Booth had occurred 
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four days ago, around midnight on Friday, April 14, when Booth and 

Herold stopped at Surratt’s tavern to collect the “shooting irons” and 

field glasses from John Lloyd. Indeed, it was Lieutenant Lovett who rode 

to the tavern, questioned Lloyd, and took him into custody. Given the 

dearth of hot leads, George Mudd’s tip, Lovett decided, was worth pur-

suing. He sent for the doctor. 

As soon as George Mudd arrived, soldiers brought him into the inn 

for questioning. Lovett took him “up into a room in the hotel, and asked 

him to make a statement of what he heard.” It did not take Lovett long 

to ascertain that the doctor was almost useless. He knew no details, and 

he had never laid eyes on the two strangers himself. All he knew was 

what his cousin told him, and that wasn’t much: two men called at Dr. 

Samuel Mudd’s late on the night of the assassination, and Sam found 

them suspicious. He asked George to tell the soldiers. 

Lovett decided to pursue the lead to its source, and he ordered his 

detectives and cavalrymen to mount up. Taking George Mudd with 

them, they rode to Samuel Mudd’s farm. When they arrived at noon, 

Frances Mudd greeted George and the strangers and explained that her 

husband was away working in the fields. Lovett asked her to send for 

him. Until then, the officer suggested, perhaps she could answer a few 

questions. 

Around the time that Lovett and the detectives were 

questioning Mrs. Mudd, Thomas Jones put on his best impassive face, 

sauntered through the door of Port Tobacco’s Brawner Hotel, and de-

scended the creaky stairs to the basement. There, noted George Alfred 

Townsend, “it has a bar in the nethermost cellar, and its patrons, ca-

rousing in that imperfect light, look like the denizens of some burglar’s 

crib, talking robbery between their cups.” It was market day, and a lot of 

men and lots of gossip were circulating in town. Jones’s simple strategy 

was to “mingle with the people and listen.” An army detective, Captain 

Williams, eyed Jones and offered him a drink. Somebody in this vice-
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saturated, ramshackle, rebel town must know something about the as-

sassins, Williams persuaded himself. Jones nodded and tightened his 

fist around the glass. Before he could raise it and wet his lips, Williams 

faced him, stared him in the eye, and boasted: “I will give one hundred 

thousand dollars to anyone who will give me the information that will 

lead to Booth’s capture.” 

“That is a large sum of money and ought to get him,” conceded 

Jones, who then added cryptically, “if money can do it.” 

Jones needed cash desperately, and he knew what that money could 

buy him. In 1865, when a Union army private earned thirteen dollars a 

month and the president of the United States received an annual salary 

of twenty-five thousand dollars, one hundred thousand dollars was a 

stupendous fortune. Jones thought about the wife and farm he lost, the 

time the Union stole from him while he was in the Old Capitol prison, 

the money owed to him by the Confederacy, and the uncertain econ-

omy of the defeated South. And he wasn’t getting any younger—soon 

he would be forty-five years old. He had every reason in the world to 

divulge Booth’s hiding place and seize that reward money. But he didn’t 

say anything. Booth’s instincts about Jones’s character proved correct. 

Jones was a man of true Southern feeling who could not be bought. In-

deed, his explanation reads like a coda of the antebellum South: “Had I, 

for MONEY, betrayed the man whose hand I had taken, whose confi -

dence I had won, and to whom I promised succor, I would have been, of 

all traitors, the most abject and despicable. Money won by such vile 

means would have been accursed and the pale face of the man whose 

life I had sold, would have haunted me to my grave. True, the hopes of 

the Confederacy WERE like autumn leaves when the blast has swept by. 

True, the little I had accumulated through twenty years of unremitting 

toil WAS irrevocably lost. But, thank God, there was something I still 

possessed—something I could still call my own, and its name was 

Honor.” 
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Summoned from the fields, an anxious Samuel Mudd 

returned to his farmhouse and found the cavalry patrol waiting for him. 

It did not look good: nine uniformed soldiers, plus four men wearing 

civilian clothes. Many of the men, including Lieutenant Lovett, had 

shed their blue army officers’ uniforms and donned civilian clothes as a 

disguise to blend in with the populace and obtain leads by stealth and 

guile. Some even assumed false identities, posing as Confederates, or as 

friends of Booth, in an attempt to persuade assassination sympathizers 

to let down their guard. 

Mudd dismounted his horse, greeted the inquisitors, and quickly 

rehearsed his cover story one last time. He had had three days to con-

coct it. If he stuck to the story, behaved naturally, and did nothing to 

arouse suspicion, all would be well. 

Sam told them what happened: two strangers on horseback came 

near daybreak, one had a broken leg, and he set the bone. The injured 

man rested on the sofa in the fi rst-floor parlor. He did not mention that 

Booth went upstairs. The strangers did not stay long, Mudd assured the 

officer. Pointedly, Lovett asked Mudd if he knew the men. No, the doc-

tor replied, they were complete strangers to him. He “knew nothing of 

them” and they stayed only a short time, he emphasized. Lovett thought 

that Mudd looked worried: “He seemed very much excited, and he got 

as pale as a sheet of paper when he was asked about it, but admitted 

it,—that there had been two strangers there.” Sam’s laconic manner— 

he offered few details—and guilty body language aroused Lovett’s sus-

picion: “He did not seem to care about giving any satisfaction.” Mudd 

volunteered trivial tidbits, including that he had had a pair of crutches 

made for the injured man. And they left on horseback. Of course they 

did, Lovett must have thought. Didn’t they arrive on horses? 

While Lovett continued to question Mudd, Detective Joshua Lloyd 

began searching the barn and outbuildings for signs of John Wilkes 

Booth. 

Lovett asked Mudd to describe the strangers. The doctor spoke 

vaguely, providing little more than estimates of height, body weight, 
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and approximate age. The descriptions were similar to those of Booth 

and Herold, convincing Lovett that the fugitives had been here. Dr. 

Mudd then said why he’d suspected the strangers—the injured one 

asked for a razor, soap, and water, and then he shaved off his moustache. 

Several troopers standing nearby grunted in agreement about the sus-

picious nature of the shave. Lovett asked Mudd if the man also had a 

beard: “Oh, yes, a long pair of whiskers!” the doctor exclaimed. Lovett 

knew that John Wilkes Booth did not have a long beard. No one who 

saw the assassin at Ford’s Theatre mentioned a beard. And Booth could 

not have grown one in just four short days. 

Mudd claimed that the strangers asked for directions to Parson 

Wilmer’s place at Piney Chapel, west of his farm. That was an odd desti-

nation for Lincoln’s assassin. Wilmer was a loyal Unionist and was con-

sidered to be above reproach by federal authorities. Lovett dismissed 

the tip as a clumsy ruse. 

Detective Lloyd returned to the house. The barn and outbuildings 

were clear, he reported. 

After questioning Samuel Mudd for about an hour, Lieutenant 

Lovett and his patrol left by 1:30 p.m. on Tuesday, April 18. If the doctor 

thought that he had cleared himself, he was wrong. As the troops and 

detectives rode away, Alexander Lovett reached the opposite conclu-

sion: “I had my mind made up to arrest him when the proper time 

should come.” Although Lovett thought that Mudd had lied about 

Booth’s alleged destination, he remained duty bound to follow up the 

doctor’s tip: “I went to Mr. Wilmer’s and searched his house,—a thing I 

did not like to do. I was satisfied before I searched that there was noth-

ing there, because I knew the man by reputation. I was satisfied it was 

only a blind to throw us that way.” 

In his first encounter with the manhunters, Dr. Mudd had served 

John Wilkes Booth well. He denied knowing the injured stranger. He 

lied about the beard. He failed to warn the troops that Booth and Her-

old were well armed. And he planted a false lead to misdirect the sol-

diers to search to the west, when Booth rode southeast. But what had 
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this cost him? He had crossed the point of no return—and was on re-

cord now. He had given aid and comfort to Abraham Lincoln’s killers. 

At this moment, on the afternoon of April 18, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd was 

in more peril than Booth and Herold, who were ensconced in the rela-

tive safety of the pine thicket. 

On April 18, thousands of people continued to pour 

into Washington, D.C., to see Abraham Lincoln’s funeral procession, 

scheduled for the next day. As soon as the War Department announced 

the events planned for April 19, the Willard Hotel received four hun-

dred telegrams begging for room reservations. Every hotel in the city 

sold out, compelling thousands of visitors to sleep on the streets and in 

the parks. By now black crepe and bunting had replaced the ephemeral, 

patriotic signs and banners that had adorned the city the week before. 

Gideon Welles noted in his diary the transformation: “Every house, al-

most, has some drapery, especially the homes of the poor. Profuse exhi-

bition is displayed on the public buildings and the dwellings of the 

wealthy, but the little black ribbon or strip of cloth from the hovel of the 

poor negro or the impoverished white is more touching.” 

On the morning of April 19, the most solemn day in the history of 

the nation began with the president’s funeral in the East Room of the 

Executive Mansion. Workmen labored through the previous night to 

construct wood risers to accommodate the six hundred invited guests. 

Disabled by grief, Mary Lincoln was not among them. She remained 

secluded in the family quarters, sending her sons, Robert and Tad, 

downstairs as her representatives. The Reverend Dr. Gurley, who prayed 

over Lincoln’s corpse at the Petersen house, presided this day. 

On Pennsylvania Avenue tens of thousands of people jostled for po-

sition on both sides of the street to view the funeral catafalque when six 

magnificent white horses drawing Abraham Lincoln’s body made the 

turn from Fifteenth Street onto the avenue. Nimble children scooted up 

trees for the best view, and at the hotels, restaurants, stores, and offi ces 
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lining the avenue every building wept with black crepe, and it seemed 

that mourners had flung open every single window, poking their heads 

through to watch the procession below. 

The procession rolled slowly forward, the beat of the march mea-

sured by muffled bass and tenor drums swathed in crepe. Lincoln’s fu-

neral procession was the saddest, most profoundly moving spectacle 

ever staged in the history of the Republic. There was more. At the U.S. 

Capitol, in the rotunda beneath the Great Dome, a catafalque waited to 

receive Lincoln’s coffin. Thousands of citizens had already waited hours 

in line to view Father Abraham. The newspapers said that it would be 

an open casket. Lincoln had been shot through the head, but the bullet 

did not disfigure his face, aside from the plum-colored bruising in the 

vicinity of his right eye socket. The undertaker’s artistry had taken care 

of that. When the funeral was over, the procession done, and the view-

ing concluded, the president’s body would be placed aboard a special 

train that would carry him home to Springfi eld. 

Only one thing detracted from the sacredness of this day. The mur-

derer, John Wilkes Booth, was still at large. Throughout the solemnities 

of April 19, no minister or government official mentioned the assassin’s 

name in public. To speak it would desecrate the memory of the honored 

dead. But the specter of Booth festered, if not on the tongue, then in the 

mind. It had been five days since Good Friday. Easter had come and 

gone. And still, Lincoln’s killer was free, mocking the manhunters. 

Something had to be done. Tomorrow, after the president’s body left 

Washington, Edwin Stanton would take an unprecedented step. He 

planned to issue a dramatic proclamation to the American people that 

combined an incredible reward with a terrifying threat. But Stanton 

could not take a break from the hunt. On the morning of the funeral, 

before the noon service in the East Room, he sent a message to General 

Hancock at Winchester retracting his flirtation three days ago about 

enlisting Confederate General Mosby in the manhunt: “There is evi-

dence that Mosby knew of Booth’s plan, and was here in this city with 

him; also that some of the gang are endeavoring to escape by crossing 
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the upper Potomac to get with Mosby or the secesh there. Atzerodt, or 

Port Tobacco as he is called, is known to have gone to Rockville Satur-

day to escape in that direction.” 

In New Orleans, the famous detective Allan Pinkerton did not hear 

about the assassination until the morning of Lincoln’s funeral. News 

had failed to reach the city until five days after the shooting. Pinkerton 

loathed being away from the action, and he sent a grandiose and ill-

timed telegram to Stanton angling for a starring role in the manhunt: 

This morning’s papers contain the deplorable intelligence 

of the assassination of President Lincoln and Secretary 

Seward. Under the providence of God, in February, 1861, I 

was enabled to save him from the fate he has now met. How I 

regret that I had not been near him previous to this fatal act. 

I might have been the means to arrest it. If I can be of any 

service please let me know. The service of my whole force, or 

life itself, is at your disposal, and I trust you will excuse me for 

impressing upon you the necessity of great personal caution on 

your part. At this time the nation cannot spare you. 

Pinkerton’s self-promotion and obsequious flattery fell fl at. And 

New Orleans was a long way from Washington. Booth had already been 

on the run for five days, and it would take Pinkerton several days to 

travel to Washington. Stanton already had a few thousand manhunters 

in the field. He did not need Pinkerton or his vaunted, all-seeing eye. 

The detective whose motto was “we never sleep” had managed to sleep 

five nights before informing himself of the most important news of 

the war. 

While tens of thousands of mourners viewed Lincoln’s 

remains in Washington on April 19, manhunters prepared to raid the 

Philadelphia home of the assassin’s sister, Asia Booth Clarke. It was all 
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the fault of her husband, John Sleeper Clarke. On Sunday the sixteenth, 

Asia remembered that some time ago John Wilkes had entrusted her 

with some personal papers to safeguard in her vault. When she un-

locked the vault and opened her brother’s envelopes, she discovered a 

number of documents, including two amazing letters. One was a ten-

der, intimate letter to their mother that prepared her for his sacrifi ce to 

the cause: 

I have always endeavored to be a good and dutiful son, and 

even now would wish to die sooner than give you pain. But, 

dearest Mother, though I owe you all, there is another duty, a 

noble duty, for the sake of liberty and humanity due to my 

country. For four years I have lived (I may say) A slave 

in the North (a favored slave it’s true, but no less hateful to 

me on that account), not daring to express my thoughts or 

sentiments . . . but it seems that uncontrollable fate, moving 

me for its ends, takes me from you, dear Mother, to do what 

work I can for a poor, oppressed, downtrodden people. . . . And 

should the last bolt strike your son, dear Mother, bear it 

patiently and think at the best life is short. 

Booth’s second letter, addressed “To Whom It May Concern,” was 

his political manifesto that described his love for the Confederacy, his 

hatred of Lincoln, and his scorn for the black man. In the aftermath of 

the assassination, the text was incriminating, sensational, and even ex-

plosive: 

Right or wrong, God judge me, not man. For be my motive 

good or bad, of one thing I am sure, the lasting condemnation 

of the North. 

I love peace more than life. Have loved the Union beyond 

expression. For four years I have waited, hoped and prayed, for 
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the dark clouds to break, and for a restoration of our former 

sunshine. To wait longer would be a crime. All hope for peace is 

dead . . . God’s will be done. I go to see, and share the bitter end. 

I have ever held the South were right. The very nomination 

of Abraham Lincoln four years ago, spoke plainly, war— 

war upon Southern rights and institutions. His election 

proved it . . . 

People of the North, to hate tyranny, to love liberty, and 

justice, to strike at wrong and oppression, was the teaching of 

our fathers . . . 

This country was formed for the white, not for the  

black man . . . 

My love . . . is for the South alone. Nor do I deem it a 

dishonor, in attempting to make for her a prisoner of this man 

to whom she owes so much misery. 

A Confederate, doing duty upon his own responsibility. 

J. Wilkes Booth 

Improvidently, John Sleeper Clarke brought the documents to John 

Millward, the U.S. marshal in Philadelphia, and then showed them to 

an editor at the Philadelphia Inquirer newspaper. Clarke, with little con-

cern for the welfare of his pregnant wife or the rest of the Booth family, 

tried to protect himself by publicizing the manuscripts. Millward for-

bade publication of the letter to Booth’s mother, fearing it might elicit 

sympathy for the assassin. But he allowed the Inquirer to publish the 

manifesto, which it did on April 19, under a series of excited headlines: 

“Letter of John Wilkes Booth”; “Proof that he Meditated His Crime 

Months Ago”; “Confesses That He was Engaged in a Plot to Capture 

and Carry Off the President”; “A Secession Rhapsody.” 

Clarke’s foolish act provoked the opposite of its intended effect. Like 

a fire bell in the night, the document summoned swarms of detectives 

to his door. Asia was furious: “Mr. J. S. Clarke thoughtlessly gave that 
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enclosed letter alluding to a kidnapping scheme to Mr. Stockton, his 

personal friend and the reporter of a daily paper, and, as every shred of 

news was voraciously accepted, the letter was published, and arrests fol-

lowed in quick succession.” It was only Clarke’s first betrayal. He was 

ashamed of the Booth name now. Soon he would tell Asia that they 

must divorce to save his reputation and acting career. John Wilkes Booth 

had never liked his brother-in-law. Indeed, when Clarke proposed to 

Asia, Booth warned her that Clarke was an opportunist who sought to 

exploit their name to further his own stage career. “Always bear in mind 

that you are a professional stepping-stone,” Booth warned her.“Our fa-

ther’s name is a power . . . in the land. It is dower enough for a struggling 

actor.” 

John Sleeper Clarke did not deflect suspicion—he excited it. What 

else, government detectives wondered, might the bowels of that Phil-

adelphia mansion give up in addition to the assassin’s stunning dec-

laration? Asia described the frenzied manhunters: “It was like the days 

of the Bastille in France. Arrests were made suddenly and in dead of 

night. . . . Detectives, women and men, decoys, and all that vile rabble 

of human bloodhounds infested the city.” John Sleeper Clarke was 

seized, taken to Washington, and imprisoned in the Old Capitol for a 

month. 

Asia described how detectives swarmed her home: “This unfortu-

nate publication, so useless now when the scheme had failed—and it 

led to no fresh discoveries—brought a host of miseries, for it not only 

served for food to newsmongers and enemies, but it directed a free band 

of male and female detectives to our house. . . . My house, which was an 

extensive (MYSTERIOUSLY BUILT, it was now called) old mansion, 

was searched; then, without warning, surprised by a full body of police, 

surrounded, and searched again. We were under hourly surveillance 

from outside . . . our letters were few, but they were opened, and no trou-

ble taken to conceal that they had been read fi rst.” 

Edwin Booth wrote frequently to his sister during the manhunt. 

“Think no more of him as your brother; he is dead to us now, as soon he 
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must be to all the world, but imagine the boy you loved to be in that 

better part of his spirit, in another world.” 

The authorities ransacked the house and confiscated anything con-

nected to John Wilkes Booth, including family books, photographs, and 

documents that had nothing to do with the assassination. Asia cata-

logued the violations. “All information contained in his criticisms, let-

ters, playbills and theatrical records, has been lost in the general 

destruction of papers and effects belonging to Wilkes Booth. All written 

or printed material found in our possession, everything that bore his 

name was given up, even the little picture of himself, hung over my ba-

bies’ beds in the nursery. He had placed it there himself saying,‘Remem-

ber me, babies, in your prayers.’ Not a vestige remains of aught that 

belonged to him; his books of music were stolen, seized, or savagely de-

stroyed.” 

In Maryland, in the early-morning hours of April 20, two separate 

teams of manhunters were planning another raid and were closing in 

on George Atzerodt. He had spent the last four nights at Hartman Rich-

ter’s place, heedless of the great peril he faced. He didn’t know that 

Booth had signed the conspirators’ names to an assassins’ declaration— 

luckily for him John Matthews had destroyed it—but he should have 

suspected by now that detectives would have searched his room at the 

Kirkwood and discovered his connection to Booth, and thus the others. 

He should have fled but instead, foolishly, he tarried at his cousin’s. 

Hartman Richter remembered George’s casual behavior. “He remained 

at my house from Sunday till Thursday morning, and occupied himself 

with walking about, working in the garden a little, and going among the 

neighbors. He did not attempt to get away, or hide himself.” 

Nor did he attempt to be discreet. His Easter dinner conversation 

about the assassination, especially his strange comment about a man 

following Grant onto the train, seemed too knowing to one of Hezekiah 

Metz’s guests, Nathan Page. Three days later, on Wednesday, April 19, 

Page mentioned the suspicious story to a local Union informant, James 

Purdum. Purdum passed the tip to Union forces at Monocacy Junction, 
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and when Captain Solomon Townsend of the First Delaware Cavalry 

heard it, he took action. Townsend ordered Sergeant Zachariah W. 

Gemmill to pick up Purdum as a guide, go to the Richters’, and arrest 

Atzerodt. 

A second group of manhunters also targeted the Richter place on 

the morning of April 20. James L. McPhail, the highly effective U.S. 

Army provost marshal of Maryland, was also in pursuit. McPhail had 

been active in the manhunt since the night of Lincoln’s assassination, 

when Stanton suspected that Booth might be headed to Baltimore. 

McPhail had already contributed to the arrests of Samuel Arnold and 

Michael O’Laughlen on April 17. And unfortunately for George Atze-

rodt, his brother John, and his brother-in-law, John L. Smith, both 

served on McPhail’s staff. John Atzerodt was a patriot and felt duty 

bound to help McPhail capture his fugitive brother. He reported that 

George was known to visit their cousin Hartman Richter in Montgom-

ery County. Perhaps, John suggested, McPhail might find him there. 

The provost marshal ordered detectives to raid Richter’s place. 

But Sergeant Gemmill and six cavalrymen under his command got 

there first, at about 4:00 a.m. Gemmill knocked on the door, and, before 

Richter would open it, he asked twice who it was. Gemmill was impa-

tient: “I told him to come and see.” When Richter came to the door, 

Gemmill asked him if a man named Atwood—the alias that Atzerodt 

used at Metz’s place—was there. The man had been there, Richter said, 

but he had left for Frederick, Maryland. When Gemmill said that he 

would search the house anyway, Richter admitted that Atzerodt was up-

stairs in bed. Richter’s wife chimed in that there were three men up 

there. Gemmill, holding a candle or lamp, went upstairs with two caval-

rymen. They found the hapless Atzerodt in bed. He surrendered meekly, 

not even asking why he was being taken. 

Soon, under questioning by Provost Marshal McPhail, Atzerodt 

confessed. McPhail didn’t even have to squeeze him. Atzerodt had asked 

for the meeting. George told him about the room at the Kirkwood 
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House and the coat, the pistol, and the knife. They all belonged to Da-

vid Herold, Atzerodt claimed. He described how he threw his knife away 

in the streets of Washington the morning Lincoln died and how he had 

pawned his pistol in Georgetown. He revealed the kidnapping plot and 

how it progressed into murder. He described the conspirators’ fi nal 

meeting at the Herndon House. And he implicated Mary Surratt and 

Dr. Samuel A. Mudd. Atzerodt’s capture was a coup. Now the War De-

partment, in addition to seizing Mary Surratt, Samuel Arnold, and 

Michael O’Laughlen, had in its clutches two of the four men—Powell 

and Atzerodt—who were actually present at the Herndon House assas-

sination conference. 

On the morning of April 20, as Stanton was putting the fi nishing 

touches on his proclamation, before sending it to the printer to produce 

as large broadsides for public posting, and to publish in the newspapers, 

word reached the War Department that the manhunters had captured 

George Atzerodt, the vice president’s would-be assassin. The foolish 

German’s laundry list of carelessness—abandoning incriminating evi-

dence at the Kirkwood, negligently disposing of his knife, pawning his 

pistol, and speaking knowingly about the assassination—created a road 

map of guilt that led Sergeant Gemmill to the slumbering Atzerodt. 

How characteristic that he was Booth’s only conspirator captured un-

awares in his bed. Newspaper woodcuts gleefully depicted the humiliat-

ing circumstances. 

The April 20 proclamation offered a $25,000 reward for Atzerodt. 

Just before it went to press, Edwin Stanton revised it, deleting the just-

captured Atzerodt and substituting the name of John Surratt, Mary’s 

missing son. Soon his proclamation hit the streets, offering an unprec-

edented reward of $100,000 for Lincoln’s killers, and threatening with 

death anyone who gave them aid or comfort. The earlier reward offers 

of $10,000 on April 15 and $30,000 on April 16 had failed to turn up 

Booth. Stanton hoped that his new, stupendous offer would motivate 

Booth’s hunters—and his helpers. 
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War Department, Washington, April 20, 1865 

$100,000 REWARD! 
THE MURDERER 

Our late beloved President, Abraham Lincoln, 

IS STILL AT LARGE. 

$50,000 REWARD 
Will be paid by this Department for his apprehension, in addition to any 

reward offered by Municipal Authorities or State Executives. 

$25,000 REWARD 
Will be paid for the apprehension of JOHN H. SURRAT T, 

one of Booth’s accomplices. 

$25,000 REWARD 
Will be paid for the apprehension of David C. Harold, 

another of Booth’s accomplices. 

LIBERAL REWARDS will be paid for any information that shall conduce 

to the arrest of either of the above-named criminals, or their accomplices. 

All persons harboring or secreting the said persons, or either of them, or 

aiding or assisting their concealment or escape, will be treated as 

accomplices in the murder of the President and the attempted assassination 

of the Secretary of State, and shall be subject to trial before a Military 

Commission and the punishment of DEATH. 
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Let the stain of innocent blood be removed from the land by the arrest 

and punishment of the murderers. 

All good citizens are exhorted to aid public justice on this occasion. Every 

man should consider his own conscience charged with this solemn duty, and 

rest neither night nor day until it be accomplished. 

EDWIN M. STANTON, Secretary of War. 



Chapter Seven 
“Hunted Like a Dog” 

John Wilkes Booth and David Herold had languished in 

the pine thicket for five days and four nights. In the late afternoon of 

Thursday, April 20, several hours after his daily morning rendezvous 

with the fugitives, Thomas Jones rode over to Allen’s Fresh, a little vil-

lage about three miles west of Huckleberry, where the Zekiah swamp 

ends and the Wicomico River begins. He ensconced himself at Colton’s 

store and employed his favorite intelligence-gathering technique—sit, 

watch, listen, and do not speak. He didn’t have to wait long. A Union 

cavalry patrol, identifiable by its signature sound of brass-hilted, steel-

bladed sabers clanking in their polished, silver-bright iron scabbards, 

and guided by a local Maryland scout named John R. Walton, trotted 

into town. Some of the troopers walked into Colton’s and ordered 

drinks. Jones listened keenly to every word they spoke. Then Walton 

burst into the room: “We have just got news that those fellows have been 

seen down in Mary’s County.” The announcement roused the cavalry-

men as quick as the traditional bugle call of “boots and saddles.” They 

ran outside, mounted their horses, and galloped away. 

Jones suppressed all outward signs of excitement. This was it! This 

was the opening he had waited patiently for all week. Several hundred 

detectives and soldiers had scoured Charles County, Maryland, for days, 

but they had failed to pick up Booth’s trail. It was time for them to 
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continue the search elsewhere. Indeed, there were some reports that 

Booth had already crossed the Potomac and was in Virginia now. Yes, 

some manhunters would remain in the region just in case, but it ap-

peared to Jones that the intensity of the search in the immediate area 

was diminishing. The Union cavalry was riding out of the area, away 

from the pine thicket. Confident that no other federal troops lurked in 

the immediate vicinity, Jones resolved “now or never, this is my chance.” 

He wanted to bolt out of Colton’s and whip his horse in a wild dash to 

Booth’s hiding place. But he knew better. To avoid suspicion he tarried 

in the store as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Eventually he 

strolled outside, mounted his horse in a leisurely way, and left Allen’s 

Fresh as slowly as possible. As soon as he reached a safe distance from 

the village, he laid the whip on hard and galloped frantically for the 

pines. 

It was dusk now, and Jones thought he had perfect weather for a 

clandestine mission. “It had been cloudy and misty all day,” he wrote, 

“and as night came darkly on, the clouds seemed to grow denser and 

the dampness more intense. A gray fog, rising from the marsh below the 

village and floating up the swamp, wrapped in shrouds the trees whose 

motionless forms were growing dim in the gathering gloom.” Darkness 

fell before Jones reached the thicket. He dismounted and walked deeper 

into the pines, exercising special caution. He had never been there at 

night, and Booth and Herold did not expect him. Jones knew that they 

were impatient and nervous, and he did not want to scare them so much 

that they cut him down with gunfire on the verge of completing his 

mission. At a safe distance, he pursed his lips and emitted the secret, 

three-note whistle code. As before, Herold answered, then emerged 

from behind the camouflage of black pine trunks and brush and led 

Jones deeper into the woods, to Booth’s earthen sickbed. The assassin 

and his chamberlain all but salivated with anticipation. This unexpected 

nighttime call could mean only one thing: Thomas Jones had impor-

tant news. Was this the night? 

“The coast seems to be clear,” Jones reported, in the understated, 
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dispassionate manner that was his trademark, “and the darkness favors 

us. Let us make the attempt.” Booth and Herold could hardly believe 

their ears. Finally, freed from the prison of these damned woods, where 

the tall, rigid pines loomed over them like the bars of a jail cell, they 

could push on to Virginia. They gathered their meager belongings, in-

cluding the precious field glasses, which Booth considered so important 

to his escape that, on the afternoon of the assassination, he sent Mary 

Surratt on a special mission to deliver them to her country tavern. But 

the instrument was useless in the thicket because visibility in the pines 

could be measured in yards, not miles; its purpose was to peer far into 

the distance and scout the safety of new ground. Booth grabbed the 

fi eld glasses for the vistas he must have expected to see in the coming 

days. 

Jones cautioned them to stay alert and not let down their guard. To 

get to the Potomac, they had to complete a perilous trek of about three 

and a half miles down a series of hidden paths and public roads. With 

only one horse for three men, Jones proposed that Booth ride his mare 

and that Herold, on foot, lead it by the bridle. Jones, also on foot, would 

lead the way. Jones and Herold struggled to lift Booth from the ground 

and propped him in the saddle. The actor was in great pain. Indeed, 

Jones observed, “every movement, in spite of his stoicism, wrung a 

groan of anguish from his lips.” They handed the assassin the Spencer 

carbine and the two revolvers, rolled the blankets and tied them behind 

the saddle, and got under way, proceeding down the rough cart track 

that led to the public road. Jones insisted that no one speak or make a 

sound. As soon as they set foot on the public road, he warned them, 

they would be in great danger from travelers and from two houses built 

close to the road. 

Jones walked fifty or sixty yards ahead, like an infantry picket prob-

ing in advance of the main body, listening to every sound as he peered 

through the mist, searching for hostile riders. All was quiet. Jones 

stopped dead in his tracks, paused a few moments, and whistled for his 

companions to come up. Every few minutes Jones repeated the process 
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until they reached the segment of their journey he dreaded most—the 

mile-long stretch of public road between the cart track and his farm. 

They were so vulnerable on the open road that even Thomas Jones, wily 

veteran of hundreds of dangerous, Confederate nighttime missions, 

was on edge:“When I paused to listen, the croaking of a frog, the distant 

barking of a dog, the whir of the wing of some nightbird as it passed 

over my head, would cause my heart to beat quicker, and my breath to 

come faster.” Jones whistled for Booth and Herold to enter the public 

highway and follow him. When they caught up to Jones, he grabbed the 

bridle and jerked the horse a few yards off to the side of the road and 

told them to wait. Jones crept past the first house, occupied by Sam 

Thomas, a black man whose bothersome children were always under-

foot. A lamplight, too weak to illuminate the road, glowed dimly 

through a window. Jones walked well past the house and whistled for 

his companions to continue.“When I gave the low whistle agreed upon 

as the signal that the road was clear, it sounded in my ears as loud as the 

blast of a trumpet, and though the ground was soft and yielding, the 

tramping of the slowly advancing horse . . . was like the approaching of a 

troop.” Booth and Herold passed the Thomas dwelling undetected. 

Jones feared the next house even more because its owner, John Ware, 

kept several dogs. Jones walked past Ware’s gate and listened. Not hear-

ing a sound, he continued past the house and whistled, fearing that he 

might arouse a pack of barking dogs. Not one hound rose up at the sig-

nal. Finally, Jones reached the end of the public road and led Booth and 

Herold, their nerves seriously frayed, on to the safety of his farm. It was 

between nine and ten o’clock. By then, “the night had grown inky dark. 

No rain was falling, but the dampness clung to every thing and fell in 

drops upon us as we made our way among the trees.” Jones halted his 

party under two pear trees near his stable, about fifty yards from the 

house. 

Booth craved the shelter—even for just a few minutes—of a roof 

over his head and the warming glow of a fire in the hearth and assumed 

that Jones would usher them into his home before the last rush to the 
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river. “Wait here,” Jones said, “while I go in and get you some supper, 

which you can eat here while I get something for myself.” 

Booth’s heart sank and he pleaded, “Oh, can’t I go in and get some of 

your hot coffee?” 

“My friend, it wouldn’t do,” answered Jones. “Indeed it would not be 

safe. There are servants in the house who would be sure to see you and 

then we would all be lost. Remember, this is your last chance to get 

away.” 

Booth knew Jones was right. Soon enough, on the Virginia side, 

shelter, a fire, and a bed awaited him. Jones, knowing how Booth suf-

fered from his broken leg and from living outdoors, hated to turn him 

down: “It cut me to the heart when this poor creature, whose head had 

not been under a roof, who had not tasted warm food, felt the glow of a 

fire, or seen a cheerful light for nearly a week, there in the dark, wet 

night at my threshold, made this piteous request.” 

Jones slipped into his house through the kitchen, where Henry 

Woodland was at the table eating a late supper. Jones collected his wits 

and pretended that this was just another typical spring night at Huckle-

berry, and not the climactic hour of a day that saw him spying on Union 

troops, galloping to rescue Lincoln’s assassin and his companion, lead-

ing them on a perilous night ride, and posting them outside his farm-

house, not more than fifty yards from his kitchen table. 

“How many shad did you catch?” Jones queried Henry. 

The fishing was good, he replied: “I caught about seventy, master.” 

Then Jones zeroed in with the critical question that would decide 

everything that night: “Did you bring the boat to Dent’s Meadow, and 

leave it there, Henry?” 

The lives of John Wilkes Booth and David Herold depended on the 

answer. “Yes, master.” 

Concealing his delight, Jones carried on innocently: “We had better 

get out another net tomorrow. The fish are running well.” 

Jones proceeded to his dining room, where his supper waited on the 

table. In front of several family members, and without exchanging a 
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word with any of them, he scooped up enough food for two men and 

carried it out of the house: “They knew better than to question me 

about anything in those days,” Jones recalled. On his way out, Jones 

snatched a candle and slipped it into one of his coat pockets. 

After Booth and Herold wolfed down their supper, the fi rst time 

they had enjoyed more than one meal a day since their confi nement in 

the pine thicket, Herold and Jones got Booth back into the saddle and 

headed to the river, about one mile distant. Jones walked ahead of them, 

whistling for them to come up through the open fields. Three hundred 

yards from the river they came to a wood fence too high for the horse to 

step over and too well built to dismantle easily. From here the crippled 

actor would have to struggle to the river on foot. Herold and Jones 

helped Booth dismount, and he winced in pain as they lifted him over 

the fence. Leaving the horse behind, Jones and Herold, along with the 

makeshift crutches provided by Dr. Mudd, supported Booth’s weight 

between them as they stepped carefully down the steep and narrow path 

that led to the boat. What if it was gone? Jones worried. Unless Union 

troops had stumbled upon it within the last several hours, it should be 

just a few yards ahead where Henry Woodland left it. As they inched 

toward Dent’s Meadow, Booth’s senses must have come alive—he could 

hear the river’s current lapping its banks. Jones heard it, too: “As we ap-

proached we could hear its sullen roar . . . a mournful sound coming 

through the darkness.” 

The trio pressed forward, until they began to see the outline of a 

dull gray shape emerge from the darkness. At last! Booth’s spirits soared 

at the sight of the humble craft. His broken leg, the scourging newspa-

per accounts, and the monotony of the pine thicket had worn down his 

optimism. Seeing the skiff must have aroused an excitement in him that 

he had not experienced since his triumphant ride across the Navy Yard 

Bridge, the first key milestone in his escape after fleeing Ford’s Theatre. 

Crossing the Potomac from Maryland to Virginia would be the second. 

Jones waded into the shallows and brought in the boat. 

He and Herold helped Booth struggle into the craft, seating him at 
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the stern. They laid the weapons and crutches on the wood hull planks 

with a dull thud. They handed him a single oar to steer. Herold climbed 

aboard, settled into the bow seat to row, and seized the other two oars, 

locking them into place. Jones hunkered down, produced the candle 

from his coat, and told Booth to bring out his pocket compass. The ac-

tor snapped open the square, velvet-lined case while Jones, concealing 

the candle under an oilcloth coat, ignited a match and lit the wick. Their 

faces inches apart, Jones, clenching the dripping candle over the protec-

tive glass cover that shielded the magnetized, dancing needle, showed 

Booth the true course to steer. “Keep to that,” he promised, “and it will 

bring you into the Machodoc Creek.” Jones handed Booth the candle, 

cautioning him to hide its faint glow during the crossing, and then gave 

Booth his final gift, the name of a contact on the other side: “Mrs. Que-

senberry lives near the mouth of this creek. If you tell her you come 

from me I think she will take care of you.” 

Jones grabbed the stern firmly and began pushing Booth and Her-

old gently into the Potomac. Booth turned suddenly and spoke: “Wait a 

minute, old fellow.” The grateful assassin thrust a fistful of Union green-

backs at Jones. Jones rebuffed the gesture, protesting that he had not 

helped him for money. He agreed to accept just eighteen dollars, the 

price he paid for the boat a year ago in Baltimore. 

Choked with emotion, Booth understood that he would never see 

Jones again: “God bless you, my dear friend, for all you have done for 

me. Good-bye, old fellow.” 

Jones shoved them off, and Herold gripped the oars and stroked to-

ward the Virginia shore, two miles distant. The river was dark as India 

ink and the boat soon vanished against the black, glass-smooth surface 

of the powerful current moving under a moonless night. Who can tell, 

wondered Jones, what thoughts possessed Booth as he entrusted him-

self “to the mercies of the dark water.” 

More certain is the significance of the pine-thicket days—John 

Wilkes Booth’s “lost week”—in the twelve-day chase for Lincoln’s killer. 

Booth and Herold spent more than one-third of the entire manhunt in 
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the pine thicket. It was in the pines where Booth confronted the nation’s 

reaction to him and his crime, where news of Powell’s mad attack 

shocked his conscience, where he learned his manifesto would not be 

published and his voice would be silenced, where he realized that, al-

though he performed the great crime magnificently, he failed to plan 

properly for the next act, the denouement of a successful, untroubled 

escape, and where he learned that he had made Abraham Lincoln a 

martyred hero greater than the living president had ever been in life. 

The assassin’s mysterious disappearance also affected the nation. In 

vanishing, he drove the manhunters to distraction, shook the people’s 

confidence in their government, attained the reputation of a devious, 

master criminal, and fueled rumors of a massive conspiracy. How else 

could one man, the most wanted man in American history, escape 

justice? 

John Wilkes Booth’s escape and disappearance unfolded as though 

scripted not by a master criminal, but by a master dramatist. Each ad-

ditional day of Booth’s absence from the stage intensifi ed the story’s 

dramatic arc. In his absence his bit players, minor characters, support-

ing cast, and costars built up the drama: actors, stagehands, and theatre 

owners thrown behind bars; Booth’s suicidal lover exposed; his other 

lovers in hiding; the suspicious widow Mary Surratt seized during a 

late-night raid, along with her entire household; the maniacal and mer-

ciless Lewis Powell taken on her doorstep; Edman Spangler released, 

then taken again; Sam Arnold and Michael O’Laughlen clapped in 

irons; detectives in hot pursuit of bungling vice-presidential assassin 

George Atzerodt, capturing him the morning of the twentieth; Dr. Sam-

uel Mudd under unshakable suspicion. Each day the public expected 

the morning and evening papers to carry news of yet another astound-

ing arrest or shocking revelation. Events conspired toward an inexora-

ble climax, awaiting only the stage star’s return to the action. On the 

night of April 20, Thomas Jones set him on that course. Although the 

lost week discouraged Booth, it also gave him hope. Languishing in 

the pine thicket had prevented his capture. He did not know who the 
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manhunters were, how many of them there were, or what search plan 

they followed, but he had felt their presence, vague, hovering, and near. 

Though he never saw them, and heard them but once, the day that a 

cavalry patrol rode past the thicket, he knew from the newspapers that 

the War Department was mounting a major effort against him. Jones 

could do what Booth could not—move among the manhunters, watch 

their movements, eavesdrop on their conversations, and even speak to 

them. God—or fate—delivered unto him a guardian angel, a man of 

Southern honor and the old code who, by risking his own life, saved 

Booth’s. God willing, prayed the assassin, other men like Thomas Jones 

awaited his arrival on the other side in old Virginia. Such men were bet-

ter than gold, and he only needed to find a few. 

Thomas Jones never saw John Wilkes Booth or David 

Herold—or his boat—again. As soon as the wide waters of the Potomac 

swallowed all sight and sound of the two men, Jones ascended the steep 

terrain above the launching point, retrieved his horse by the fence, and 

rode back to the safety of Huckleberry. The roads were deserted, ensur-

ing no one would be able to testify later to his whereabouts that night. 

When he got home, he unsaddled his horse, climbed into bed, and took 

quiet satisfaction in the success of his most spectacular mission. One 

clever man had just thwarted the will and resources of a nation. For fi ve 

days and four nights, from the morning of Sunday, April 16, through 

the evening of Thursday, April 20, while a frustrated, avenging nation 

scoured the country for Lincoln’s assassin, Jones had concealed, shel-

tered, and sustained the most hated, wanted man in America. And on 

that dark Thursday night, while army cavalry and navy gunboats con-

tinued the furious search, intent on preventing Booth and his loyal 

cat’s-paw from crossing the Potomac, Jones launched them on their 

voyage across the waters to the dark, indistinct shore on the other side. 

They should be landing in Virginia right about now, thought Jones, as 

he drifted off to sleep. But while Jones slept more quietly and peacefully 
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than he had in weeks, John Wilkes Booth and David Herold were row-

ing in the wrong direction! 

By Thursday, April 20, Samuel A. Mudd hadn’t been 

sleeping very well since he had been questioned by Lieutenant Lovett 

three days before. The experience had left him unnerved. The detec-

tives, rather than expressing gratitude, had behaved diffi dently, and 

seemed to treat him with suspicion. Mudd worried about what he had 

told them—and even more about the vital information he withheld. 

Maybe he should have revealed that he had met John Wilkes Booth be-

fore. But he had no opportunity to remedy this because Alexander 

Lovett and the detectives did not return. And surely, Dr. Mudd rea-

soned, John Wilkes Booth and David Herold must have not only crossed 

the Potomac by now, but pushed deep into Virginia. The soldiers and 

detectives must be concentrating the hunt there now, many miles and a 

wide river away from Bryantown. 

On the morning of Friday, April 21, Dr. Mudd ate breakfast, went 

about his customary farm work, and left for his fields. The manhunt 

was now seven days old, and there were no real leads. Without solid 

leads, with no prospects for capturing Booth anytime soon, the author-

ities remembered Samuel Mudd. In Washington, Colonel H. H. Wells 

decided to come down to Bryantown to coordinate the search person-

ally. It was time for him to meet this suspicious doctor that Lieutenant 

Lovett had told him about. 

Although Mudd had been a reluctant witness when interviewed on 

April 18, he did provide some useful information. Thanks to the doctor, 

the hunters knew that Booth was not traveling alone, but with a younger 

man, almost certainly David Herold. And they knew that Booth suf-

fered from a broken leg and impaired mobility. And thanks to Mudd, 

they knew that the assassin had shaved his signature moustache. Indeed, 

based on Mudd’s information, the War Department revised Stanton’s 

April 20 proclamation to the nation. The first three printings of the re-
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ward poster stated that Booth wore “a heavy black moustache.” Soon 

the War Department revised the text and printed a fourth edition, add-

ing the phrase “which he may have shaved off.” 

Lieutenant Lovett and company set out from Bryantown to ques-

tion Mudd again and bring him in to see Colonel Wells. When Lovett 

arrived in the morning, the doctor was out again. Frances sent for her 

husband. When Mudd arrived, Lovett intercepted him in the yard and 

escorted him inside. The officer told Mudd to bring him the razor that 

he lent to the stranger. And the men were strangers, Mudd reminded 

Lovett. But the doctor started to recall other details. The man with the 

broken leg was armed: “The injured man had a pair of revolvers.” Mudd 

said he had forgotten to tell them that on Tuesday. Frances Mudd re-

ported that the stranger wore a false beard—she saw it become partly 

detached from his face when he walked down the stairs. 

Pistols? False beards? Lieutenant Lovett said that he and his men 

would have to search the house. Oh, that’s right, Mudd recalled, the in-

jured stranger left one of his boots behind. Mudd explained how he had 

cut it off the man’s swollen leg. The boot—hidden under the stranger’s 

bed in the second-floor front room—was produced for Lovett’s inspec-

tion. The officer peered down the tube until something caught his eye. 

He rolled the leather down a little and there it was—handwriting, in 

black ink. It was the name of a bootmaker in New York. Dr. Mudd inter-

jected at once that he had not noticed the writing before. Next to the 

manufacturer’s mark was more writing, the name of the owner. Lovett 

read the name. He knew it. His heart raced as he stared at the incontro-

vertible proof—“J. Wilkes.” 

Lovett took Mudd back to Bryantown to face Colonel Wells. On the 

ride over, Lovett continued to question Mudd, and the doctor contin-

ued to divulge hitherto unmentioned details. Lovett asked whether the 

strangers “had much money about them.” Yes, Mudd confessed, Booth 

had a thick roll of cash—“considerable greenbacks.” Lovett turned and 

addressed one of his men: Show him the photograph, he ordered. The 

detective withdrew from his pocket a small carte-de-visite and held up 
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the image of John Wilkes Booth for Mudd’s inspection. No, that wasn’t 

the man, Mudd insisted, though it does, he added cryptically, look a lit-

tle like him across the eyes. 

Mudd and Lovett rode along for a few minutes without speaking. 

Then, the officer noticed that the doctor “seemed to turn very pale, and 

blue about the lips, like a man that is frightened of something.” Samuel 

Mudd was terrified. The authorities, he feared, would discover his ter-

rible secret very soon. Perhaps Colonel Wells, waiting in Bryantown to 

confront him, already knew it. Things might go better for him, he con-

vinced himself, if he volunteered the truth—at least a carefully edited 

portion of it—now. Mudd steered his horse close to Lovett’s and spoke 

as calmly and nonchalantly as a man facing the hangman’s noose could 

muster: he knew John Wilkes Booth. He had met him last fall. 

Lovett reeled at the explosive revelation, and at the matter-of-fact 

manner by which Dr. Mudd conveyed it. Yes, continued the doctor, he 

had met Booth last year—in November or December—when the actor 

traveled through the neighborhood looking for real estate. Mudd said 

he had been introduced to Booth at church and had helped him buy a 

horse. 

At Bryantown, Mudd repeated to Colonel Wells the same story that 

he told Lieutenant Lovett several times. The men were strangers to him: 

“I never saw either of the parties before, nor can I conceive of who sent 

them to my house.” The young man said his name was “Henson,” and 

the injured one said his was “Tyson” or “Tyser,” Mudd could not re-

member which. Wells picked up Mudd’s furtive scent right off. He asked 

if the injured stranger looked like Booth. No, replied Mudd. Wells found 

it odd that Mudd failed to recognize a man—especially one so cele-

brated—that he had met before, and not briefly. After all, Mudd and 

Booth had met at church in broad daylight, they had shopped for horses 

together, they had visited the blacksmith, and Booth had slept at Mudd’s 

home. 

But Mudd protested that he never got a good look at the stranger: “I 

did not see his face at all,” he said. The man “had a heavy shawl on all the 



A photograph issued to one of the manhunters, 

defaced with sentiments of the moment. 
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time,” and he raised it to conceal the lower half of his face. Even when 

the man got into bed, “he had very little to say,” and he kept “his cloak 

thrown around him and seemed inclined to sleep.” 

In that case, wondered Wells, how was Mudd able to provide such 

an accurate description of the stranger? The doctor’s report was re-

markably well observed: “He had a pretty full forehead and his skin was 

fair. He was very pale when I saw him, and appeared as if accustomed to 

in-door rather than out-door life.” Moreover, the man had a moustache 

and a “long, heavy beard”; it was even longer than Colonel Wells’s own 

substantial one, Mudd asserted. But unfortunately, Mudd apologized, 

he could not determine whether it was a natural or artificial beard. Fi-

nally, Mudd confi rmed, the man did shave off the moustache after he 

was given the razor. The doctor even described the qualities of the 

stranger’s hair. And he saw the eyes. All very interesting details about a 

face Mudd claimed he never saw. 

Yes, Mudd admitted, he had met Booth before, but he swore that the 

injured man was not Lincoln’s assassin. And, he added, not only did the 

man in the photo not look like the stranger, he did not even look like 

John Wilkes Booth! “A photograph of Booth was . . . shown me by a de-

tective, but I did not observe any resemblance between the two men, 

though I must say that I have very often been shown likenesses of inti-

mate friends, and failed to recognize them by their pictures.” 

One of the detectives interrupted the interrogation to give Wells a 

piece of evidence no one had told him about—John Wilkes Booth’s 

boot, fresh from Mudd’s farmhouse. Wells stared at the boot and, frus-

trated, feigning concern for the doctor’s well-being, issued a warning: “I 

said it seemed to me that he was concealing the facts, and that I did not 

know whether he understood that that was the strongest evidence of his 

guilt that could be produced at that time, and that might endanger his 

safety.” 

It was now midafternoon. Wells had been at Mudd for three hours 

straight and still could not break him. “He did not seem unwilling to 

answer a direct question that I asked; but I discovered almost immedi-
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ately, that, unless I did ask the direct question, important facts were 

omitted.” Wells pressed on relentlessly. His strategy was not to threaten 

the doctor overtly, but to keep him talking for several hours until he 

wore him down. The doctor offered gossipy, trivial details of no value to 

the manhunters: “They paid me $25.00 for my services, which they 

rather pressed me to accept. I told them a small fee would answer.” Al-

though the men stayed at his place for fifteen hours, Mudd claimed that 

he hardly spoke to them at all: “I had very little conversation with these 

men during the day.” 

Wells wondered if Mudd had noticed Booth’s prominent tattoo, the 

initials “JWB” inked boldly between the thumb and forefinger of the 

actor’s left hand. Cleverly, the doctor denied seeing the hand at all: “My 

examination was quite short . . . I did not observe his hand to see whether 

it was small or large.” Or, implicitly, whether it was tattooed. Mudd re-

peated his tale about sending Booth and Herold off in the direction of 

Piney Chapel: “Before they left they inquired the way to Rev. Mr. Wil-

mer’s . . . he is regarded by neighbors as a Union man.” In any event 

Mudd did not see which way they went: “I did not see the parties when 

they left in the afternoon . . . I did not go out.” And, by the way, “I have 

always called myself a Union man, though I have never voted with the 

administration party.” 

Mudd cautioned Wells that the pale stranger was well armed, but 

said nothing about Davey’s Spencer carbine: “The injured man had a 

belt with two revolvers in it concealed under his clothing, which I dis-

covered when he got into bed after having his wound dressed.” It was 

late in the afternoon. Wells had questioned Dr. Mudd—and the doctor 

had parried him—for close to six hours. The colonel produced another 

carte-de-visite photograph of Lincoln’s assassin and told Mudd to look 

at it carefully. Do you or do you not recognize him as the stranger? Wells 

demanded. No, that was not the man. On second thought, Mudd ad-

mitted it. He said that he realized it just now. Yes, the stranger was John 

Wilkes Booth. Lincoln’s assassin had taken refuge at his farm. And, ei-
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ther intentionally or unwittingly, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd had helped him 

escape. 

As Colonel Wells brought the interview to a close around 6:00 p.m. 

on Friday, April 21, he mentioned a little formality that he would take 

care of. To avoid confusion, and to make things clear, he would write 

out a statement of Mudd’s testimony. The doctor was free to go. But 

would he please return to Bryantown on Saturday to sign it? As Mudd 

departed, Colonel Henry Wells spoke ominously: “One of the strongest 

circumstances against you is, that you have failed to give early informa-

tion, as you might have done, in this matter.” 

Mudd, exhausted by the morning’s questioning by Lieutenant 

Lovett, followed by six more hours with Colonel Wells, rode home. He 

had accomplished his mission. Tonight, in a few hours, Booth and Her-

old would land safely in Virginia, far from the reach of Colonel Wells, 

Lieutenant Lovett and his detectives, and Lieutenant Dana and the 

Thirteenth New York Cavalry. They had lost the assassin’s scent and 

would never pick it up again. Unless other manhunters picked up 

Booth’s trail soon and continued the chase, he would escape. Soon, un-

less somebody stopped him, John Wilkes Booth would vanish into the 

Deep South. Once that happened, Union forces would never fi nd him. 

Mudd had played a large role in helping Booth escape Maryland. Soon, 

however, he would pay a terrible price for his lies. 

Once John Wilkes Booth attempted to cross the Po-

tomac on Thursday the twentieth, and finally reached Virginia early on 

Sunday the twenty-third, the sanctuary of Thomas Jones’s Huckleberry 

did not survive long undisturbed. Union detectives suspected that a 

man of Jones’s reputation must know something about Booth’s escape 

and they arrested him. But they had no evidence, and, true to his char-

acter, he volunteered nothing. The troops confined Jones at the Bryan-

town Tavern, locking him up in a second-floor, back bedroom. Like the 
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Surratt Tavern, the Bryantown establishment served as a way station for 

mysterious, wartime Confederate intrigues. 

The detectives didn’t know it, but they had, in a sense, conveyed 

Thomas Jones to a scene of the crime. At this very tavern, in a fi rst-fl oor 

parlor below the bedroom that served as the river ghost’s ersatz jail, John 

Wilkes Booth met with Samuel Mudd and rebel agent Thomas Harbin 

when the actor plotted his madcap scheme to kidnap Abraham Lincoln. 

The detectives also ensnared Captain Cox in their dragnet. Oswell 

Swann, who guided the fugitives to Rich Hill early on Easter morning, 

Sunday, April 16, gave information against the captain. Cox insisted that 

when the two strangers came to his door, he dismissed them and ordered 

them on their way. But Swann disputed him and swore that Cox invited 

the criminals into his home, where they spent several hours. The detec-

tives locked up Cox with Jones and posted two guards outside their door. 

Before they went to sleep on the floor, their heads resting on their sad-

dles, Cox turned to his good friend and experienced secret agent for ad-

vice. “What shall I do, Tom?” he whispered in the dark. “Stick to what 

you have said,” counseled Jones,“and admit nothing else.” 

The detectives, frustrated at their lack of progress, tried to trick 

Jones into confessing by loitering in the yard below his bedroom win-

dow and talking loudly about his forthcoming and imminent hanging. 

Still Jones would not talk. Even when transferred to the dreaded Old 

Capitol prison, site of his former, devastating incarceration, and cur-

rent home to John T. Ford, Junius Brutus Booth, John Sleeper Clarke, 

and many others ensnared by the manhunt, he refused to provide any 

information about John Wilkes Booth. During the wagon ride from 

Bryantown to Washington, an unsubtle government agent had tried, 

once again, to loosen his captive’s tongue with alcohol. Detective Frank-

lin genially offered a bottle of whiskey, which Jones pretended to drink. 

When the officer saw that his prisoner refused to get drunk, he cursed 

him all the way to the capital. 

The detectives failed to realize it, but when they arrested Jones, they 

also captured an eyewitness who possessed intimate knowledge of how 
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he helped Booth and Herold. But they could never make her talk. Jones 

was forced to leave her behind in Bryantown, but he laughed at the de-

tectives’ ignorance about their valuable prize—his horse: “This mare 

was the same one Booth had ridden from the pines to the river that 

memorable . . . night. She was a flea-bitten gray, named Kit. Had her 

complicity been known, what an object of interest she would have 

been.” Instead, Kit lived out the rest of her days in quiet anonymity. 

Jones knew he possessed the trump card that he could play to out-

bluff the detectives: not a single eyewitness could place him in the com-

pany of Booth and Herold. Whenever he had traveled to and from the 

pine thicket, he always rode alone. When he had guided the assassins to 

the boat at Dent’s Meadow, he did it alone, and no one saw him coming 

or going. As long as Samuel Cox and the colonel’s son kept faith and did 

not implicate him, the detectives could not make a case against him. 

Booth and Herold were the only ones who could betray Jones. But 

Booth had vowed to die before being taken alive. Eventually, Jones rea-

soned, the government would have to release him. 

And that is exactly what happened. Freed in the aftermath of the 

manhunt, Thomas A. Jones passed from memory and, eventually, from 

history as a forgotten footnote, merely one of the hundreds of men and 

women arrested, never charged, and soon released during the great 

manhunt of April 1865. Captain Cox, too, won his liberty. Oswell Swann 

was the only witness against him. Cox’s loyal servant girl, Mary, de-

nounced Oswell as a liar and swore that Booth never entered the house. 

Jones guessed correctly that the two conflicting black witnesses can-

celed out each other: “Mary’s positive and persistent declaration that 

Booth had not entered the house—unshaken by threats or offered 

bribes—saved Cox’s life when it hung in the balance.” When the ever-

observant Jones, peering out from a window of the Old Capitol, spotted 

Swann leaving the prison, heading for the Navy Yard Bridge and Mary-

land beyond, he knew that Cox was safe. Jones informed his relieved 

friend, “You have nothing more to fear. The only witness against you 

has been dismissed and is going home.” 
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Thomas Jones returned to Huckleberry and kept John 

Wilkes Booth’s secret for nearly twenty years. Because of his silence, the 

saga of Booth’s missing “lost week” remained a puzzle, indeed, the chief 

unsolved mystery of the twelve-day chase for Lincoln’s killer. Then, in 

1883, George Alfred Townsend vowed to solve the mystery. Townsend, 

friend of Mark Twain, and a leading journalist of the nineteenth cen-

tury, and one of the best writers who covered the Civil War, reported 

the Lincoln assassination for a newspaper and also wrote a vivid, luridly 

entertaining book about John Wilkes Booth. Possessed by the assassina-

tion and the manhunt, Townsend could not let go. Beginning in April 

1865 and continuing on and off for the next two decades, he haunted 

the scenes of the crime, tracked down many of the Southerners who 

helped Booth during the chase, and interviewed a number of the man-

hunters. Townsend collected obscure names and facts that would have 

been lost to history without his detective work. 

In 1883, during his third attempt to retrace Booth’s escape route, 

Townsend coaxed Judge Frederick Stone, in 1865 a defense counsel at 

the trial of several of Booth’s conspirators, and now a U.S. congress-

man, to talk about Booth’s notorious lost week. Stone confessed that 

there was a man who hid Booth and Herold and helped them cross the 

Potomac. This man was still alive. Perhaps, after all these years, he would 

talk to Townsend. The tip elated the journalist, whose scoop-seeking 

sensibilities alerted him to the value of breaking the story on the great 

mystery of the manhunt. But Stone refused to name Booth’s savior. In 

Port Tobacco, the very place where Thomas Jones had refused to betray 

the assassin for $100,000, Townsend persuaded several young locals, in-

cluding members of Captain Cox’s family, to divulge the elusive name. 

Townsend wrote a letter to Jones: “I am a writer for the press and, some-

times, of books. It might be of mutual advantage for us to meet.” 

He courted Jones with letters until, finally, the aging but still quick-

witted veteran agreed to meet in Baltimore, Maryland, on December 
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11, 1883, to reveal his story. There, in room 52 of the Barnum Hotel, 

Jones broke his lifelong silence and told the story that, eighteen years 

ago, he refused to confess under threat of death or sell for a reward of 

$100,000. The times were different now, thought Jones. He could not 

harm John Wilkes Booth now. And he was an old man. If he did not 

preserve his memories soon, the story of his great adventure would fol-

low him to the grave. Too many stories of the War of the Rebellion had 

already died with their tellers. Townsend sat spellbound as Jones regaled 

him until almost midnight with the thrilling, hitherto-lost tale of the 

pine thicket and the Potomac crossing. Jones so mesmerized Townsend 

that the writer beseeched him to meet again the next day to continue 

the story. Jones agreed. For the interview, and for the coveted, once-

priceless knowledge that could have brought Thomas Jones sudden 

death—or instant riches—George Alfred Townsend paid him the grand 

sum of sixty dollars. 

Later, several years after Townsend wrote about Jones, another jour-

nalist staged a dramatic reunion of the river ghost and Captain Wil-

liams. Modestly, Jones wondered if the captain would even remember 

him. Williams recognized him instantly: “Of course I remember you. I 

can never forget that come-to-the-Lord-and-be-saved expression you 

wear now and then. But if I had known then what I do now, how differ-

ent things would have been! Why, you ought to be shot! If you had told 

me where Booth was you would have been the biggest man in America, 

and would have had money by the flour barrel full.” 

Jones demurred, just as he did that day long ago at Brawner’s Tav-

ern: “Yes, and a conscience full of purgatory, and the everlasting hatred 

of the people I loved. No, Captain, I never the first time thought of be-

traying Booth. After he was placed in my hands I determined to die be-

fore I would betray him . . . how could I give up the life of that poor devil 

over there in the pine thicket hovering between life and death.” 

The captain said that Jones didn’t fool him then: “Myself and the 

other officers believed that you knew more than you would tell, but that 

sanctimonious look of yours saved you.” Williams elaborated: “I re-
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member when I made the offer . . . in the saloon he was standing next to 

me at the bar and I could not detect the least movement or change of 

face. There was something which told me he knew where Booth was, or 

could give us which could lead to his capture, but he couldn’t be worked. 

No amount of money or glory would have tempted him. No human be-

ing can read his face and tell what is passing in his mind. It is like a 

stone.” 

In April 1894, the twenty-ninth anniversary of Lincoln’s assassina-

tion, an old man ambled up Tenth Street in Washington, D.C., until he 

stopped in front of house number 453. The rectangular wood, painted 

signboard attached to the famous brick house read: “THIS HOUSE IN 

WHICH ABRAHAM LINCOLN DIED CONTAINS THE OLDROYD 

LINCOLN MEMORIAL COLLECTION OF OVER 3,000. ARTICLES 

RELATING TO ABRAHAM LINCOLN. OPEN ALL HOURS DAY & 

EVENING. ADMISSION 25¢.” Osborn H. Oldroyd, Washington eccen-

tric, had become, like George Alfred Townsend, obsessed with the as-

sassination. He occupied the Petersen House and turned it into a tourist 

attraction nearly three-quarters of a century before Ford’s Theatre, a 

gutted ruin, became the museum it is today. In Petersen’s basement, 

Oldroyd installed his personal museum, a late-nineteenth-century cab-

inet of curiosities where preposterous relics of dubious provenance lay 

side by side with priceless historical treasures, all preserved under thick 

display glass in oak jeweler’s floor cases, illuminated unevenly by yel-

low, incandescent, electric bulbs. Over the years Oldroyd amassed an 

impressive but indiscriminate hoard of trash and treasure, and for the 

bargain price of a quarter tourists could ogle his collection and view 

Abraham Lincoln’s death room. Soon Oldroyd, like Townsend, would 

retrace Booth’s escape route and write about his adventures. But today 

history showed up at his door. 

The old man, now seventy-four, gripped the cast-iron railing and 

ascended the same stairs where, a generation earlier, Dr. Leale and the 

others carried the dying president up to the little, second-fl oor back 

bedroom. He stood silently in the death chamber. The room was quiet 
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now, not like the night twenty-nine years earlier when frantic doctors 

stripped Lincoln of his clothes, searching his body for wounds, while 

Mary Lincoln’s wailing, unsettling cries echoed through the halls. The 

old man visualized the bloody scene that unfolded here and recalled his 

memories of the assassin who scripted that mournful night. Satisfi ed, 

he sought out the proprietor of this haunting memorial to sadness and 

death. “My name is Thomas A. Jones,” he informed Oldroyd, “and I am 

the man who cared for and fed Booth and Herold while they were in 

hiding, after committing the awful deed.” 

Within the year, in March 1895, Thomas Jones joined Abraham Lin-

coln and John Wilkes Booth in death. His estate was valued at a meager 

$271.70, prior to claims that reduced the balance to $181.60. Obituaries 

in the Southern papers remarked on his “zeal,”“fi delity,”“courage,” and, 

of course, above all the other antebellum virtues, his “honor.” One 

newspaper published this benediction: “There is no one who does not 

believe that Thomas A. Jones acted the part of a hero.” His grave at Saint 

Mary’s Church in Newport, Maryland, was marked by a fragrant cedar 

stob that rotted away a long time ago. 

David Herold dipped the blades deep and pulled hard, 

and the skiff, unburdened of its usual heavy cargo of fish and water-

logged nets, responded to his experienced touch at the oars. He and 

Booth could see Thomas Jones standing motionless at the river’s edge, 

watching them glide away. Soon their guardian angel, like the river 

ghost he was, vanished from sight, followed by all signs of the shoreline, 

blanketed by the cloaking mist. The gentle, rhythmic rocking of the 

boat upon the water exhilarated Booth. After the detour to Dr. Mudd’s 

and the interminable delay at the pine thicket, it felt good to be on the 

move again. Miraculously, these delays, although exposing them to 

great danger, had not proven fatal to their escape. Now Booth and Her-

old could say good riddance to Maryland and all their troubles there, 

leaving behind the stymied detectives and federal troops who pursued 
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them. With each stroke, Herold propelled them a few yards closer to 

Virginia. 

Booth bent down low, huddled over his compass, and checked their 

bearings. He dared not light the candle again—its reflection on the wa-

ter could magnify its tiny flame into a shining beacon that would reveal 

their position to the Union gunboats that patrolled the river. But he had 

no choice: he couldn’t read the dial in the dark. Puzzled, he stared at the 

needle dancing on its spindle as melting wax dripped over its glass and 

wood housing. They were supposed to be rowing from Maryland west 

across the Potomac to Virginia and then south until they reached Ma-

chodoc Creek. But the needle indicated that they were heading north-

west, in the opposite direction. Was the compass broken? Booth shook 

and rotated the case, but the needle always returned to the proper posi-

tion, still tugging north. No, the compass was true. 

If only Thomas Jones had piloted them across himself, directing 

Herold at the oars and Booth at the makeshift rudder while charting the 

course personally with the compass. David Herold was a competent 

enough navigator of the Maryland and Virginia coastal marshes, creeks, 

and rivers, but he was not a professional seaman. And it was one thing 

to ply the waters during daylight hours while hunting for pleasure, an-

other to run them at night when in danger as the object of the hunt. 

Herold had never made a trip across the Potomac under conditions like 

these: under pressure, pursued, and in near total darkness. Thomas 

Jones, seasoned agent, had done it hundreds of times. 

They had been on the water far too long: they should be in Virginia 

by now. David Herold did not need a watch to tell him that. His chafed 

palms and fingers and his burning arm and leg muscles made it clear 

enough. He and Booth heard sounds, but the water played tricks with 

noises in the night, making it impossible to judge their origin or dis-

tance. They spotted a few lights but could not determine whether they 

were moving or stationary, a boat under way, or a fixed marker on-

shore. Disoriented, unsure of their location, the fugitives continued 

rowing north, then turned to the west, passing Mathias Point. Their 
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boat was a tiny speck afloat on an unforgiving river. The water exhaled a 

cool, damp breath that chilled them to the bone, but at least the bat-

tered little gray skiff was holding up. Surrounded by darkness and wa-

ter, traveling slowly but with far to go, Booth and Herold confronted the 

obvious: they were losing their race with the manhunters. 

They had to land soon. The slightly built Herold was no Lewis Pow-

ell, and he did not possess the strength to row all night. Booth observed 

the strain on Herold’s face with each stroke and sensed that the youth 

was failing. But where to beach the skiff? Herold turned around from 

his rowing position and searched the horizon ahead for landmarks. 

Then, off to their right, he spotted the contours of a familiar-looking 

sight: Blossum Point, beyond which flowed a wide-mouthed inlet, ex-

tending north. Herold told Booth that he recognized this place. If they 

rowed up that inlet, they would come to Nanjemoy Creek, a place Her-

old knew very well. He had made many hunting trips to this region of 

Maryland’s countryside: “I am passionately fond of partridge shooting 

and nearly every fall take two or three months for that purpose,” he later 

confessed. 

At the mouth of the creek, on the eastern side, they would fi nd, Her-

old explained, a farm called Indiantown, and two men, Peregrine Davis 

and John J. Hughes. And Herold assured Booth that he knew these men 

well: “They are persons I have known for five or six years, and whom I 

have been in the habit of visiting for a long time.” Davis owned the 

property and his son-in-law, Hughes, farmed it. That was the good 

news. The bad news was that Indiantown was in Maryland. After a 

frightening, disorienting, and exhausting night on the Potomac, they 

were in the wrong place. Indeed, they were back in Maryland where 

they started, but twice as far from their destination, Machodoc Creek, 

Virginia, as they were when they embarked upon their crossing. Now, 

north of the original position where Thomas Jones shoved them off, 

they were, once again, vulnerable to the roving Union patrols that pur-

sued them. They had labored on the water for more than fi ve hours. 

Weary, disappointed, another day behind schedule, and again in grave 
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danger, they put in to Nanjemoy Creek early on the morning of Friday, 

April 21. 

Booth and Herold concealed the boat as best they could. The Hughes 

farmhouse was not far from the creek, and Herold persuaded Booth to 

cover the distance on foot. Herold wanted to avoid the risk of Booth be-

ing discovered alone while he was off visiting Hughes. Taking their 

weapons, blankets, and other possessions, they proceeded to Indian-

town. Herold was confident that Hughes would welcome them. The 

youth’s affable, hail-fellow-well-met manner had won him many friends 

in southern Maryland during his hunting expeditions over the last sev-

eral years, and they had watched him grow from an eager teenager to a 

young adult and experienced outdoorsman. Moreover, Davey knew 

Perry Davis and John Hughes as men of Southern sympathies and ac-

tions. They would not turn him in to Union authorities. There was also 

a strong chance that the farmer already knew that Davey had been im-

plicated as one of Booth’s accomplices in the assassination. Several 

newspapers had named him, and the day before, on the morning of the 

twentieth, the War Department had printed huge broadsides offering a 

$50,000 reward for Booth and $25,000 for Herold. 

Hughes was happy to see his old acquaintance but shocked at his 

raffish appearance. Hughes also immediately knew Booth’s identity. 

The farmer invited them into his home and fed them. What were their 

plans? Hughes asked. Davey explained their predicament: after rowing 

all night, taking the wrong course, and failing to reach Virginia, here 

they were, exhausted and stranded. They would try the river again to-

night and make for Virginia. Until then, they must keep out of sight. It 

was too dangerous to walk around the countryside or launch the boat 

during daylight. A Union gunboat or shore patrol could spot them eas-

ily. May they, Herold asked, hide at Indiantown from morning until 

nightfall? 

Hughes wanted to help, but he did not want to die. It was much too 

dangerous, he argued, for the fugitives to remain in the house all morn-

ing and afternoon. The manhunters increased in number and got better 
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organized every day. Union troops and detectives swarmed over Mary-

land, salivating at the prospect of the new War Department rewards an-

nounced on April 20. Yes, they may take refuge at Indiantown, agreed 

Hughes, but they must leave the house and hide outdoors. He would 

sustain them with food and news. Beyond that, there was little he could 

do for them on the Maryland side of the river. No overland escape was 

possible from Nanjemoy Creek. The only land route would take the as-

sassins farther north, in the opposite direction from Virginia, and di-

rectly into the path of Union forces pouring south. The Potomac River 

remained their only possible escape, and Booth and Herold already 

possessed a sturdy boat. Hughes suggested a suitable place for them to 

hide. The three men agreed that it would be best for all if the fugitives 

left Indiantown as soon as possible. 

Booth’s heart sank. He was banished once again to lie on the 

ground—and wait. Tonight would mark another twenty-four hours 

that he and Herold had spent outdoors. They had been living outdoors 

for six days, ever since they left Dr. Mudd’s on the evening of April 15. 

The fugitives could not endure a second, grueling experience like the 

one they had just suffered at the pine thicket: five days and four nights 

without shelter, waiting to cross the river. No, they must cross tonight. 

Until then, they had no choice but to hide near the low-lying wetlands 

close to Nanjemoy Creek. Disgusted, Booth pulled his 1864 datebook 

from his coat and stared at the calendar he had drawn for late April, 

May, and June 1865. He found the day’s date, April 21, and scribbled 

down a one-word notation that summarized his view of the situation: 

“Swamp.” 

Datebook in hand, he flipped through the pages until he found the 

one containing the first entry he wrote after the assassination. He would 

make another entry now, he decided. Booth put pen to paper and, 

within a few intense minutes, produced an astonishing document. 

After being hunted like a dog through swamps, woods, and 

last night being chased by gun boats till I was forced to re-
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turn wet cold and starving, with every man’s hand against 

me, I am here in despair. And why; For doing what Brutus 

was honored for, for what made Tell a Hero. And yet I for 

striking down a greater tyrant than they ever knew am 

looked upon as a common cutthroat. My action was purer 

than either of theirs. One hoped to be great himself. The 

other had not only his country’s but his own wrongs to 

avenge. I hoped for no gain. I knew no private wrong. I struck 

for my country and that alone. A country groaned beneath 

this tyranny and prayed for this end. Yet now behold the cold 

hand they extend to me. God cannot pardon me if I have 

done wrong. Yet I cannot see any wrong except in serving a 

degenerate people. The little, the very little I left behind to 

clear my name, the Govmt will not allow to be printed. So 

ends all. For my country I have given up all that makes life 

sweet and Holy, brought misery upon my family, and am 

sure there is no pardon in the Heaven for me since man con-

demns me so. I have only heard of what has been done (ex-

cept what I did myself) and it fills me with horror. God try 

and forgive me, and bless my mother. To night I will once 

more try the river with the intent to cross; though I have a 

greater desire and almost a mind to return to Washington 

and in a measure clear my name, which I feel I can do. I 

do not repent the blow I struck. I may before God but not 

to man. 

I think I have done well, though I am abandoned, with 

the curse of Cain upon me, when if the world knew my heart, 

that one blow would have made me great, though I did desire 

no greatness. 

To night I try to escape these blood hounds once more. 

Who, who can read his fate God’s will be done. 

I have too great a soul to die like a criminal. O may he, 

may he spare me that and let me die bravely. 
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I bless the entire world. Have never hated or wronged 

anyone. This last was not a wrong, unless God deems it so. 

And its with him to damn or bless me. And for this brave boy 

with me who often prays (yes, before and since) with a true 

and sincere heart, was it a crime in him, if so, why can he 

pray the same I do not wish to shed a drop of blood, but “I 

must fight the course.” Tis all thats left me. 

Booth compared himself to not one but two ancient, persecuted vil-

lains, the first biblical, the second Shakespearean. By naming Cain, 

Booth conjured up the primal curse from the Bible’s first book, at Gen-

esis 4:8–14: “[A]nd it came to pass, when they were in the fi eld, that 

Cain rose up against Abel, his brother, and slew him. And the Lord said 

unto Cain, Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not: am I my 

brother’s keeper? And he said, What hast though done? The voice of thy 

brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground. And now art though 

cursed from the earth, which has opened her mouth to receive thy 

brother’s blood from thy hand; When thou tillest the ground, it shall 

not thenceforth yield unto thee her strength; a fugitive and a vagabond 

shalt thou be in the earth. And Cain said unto the Lord, My punishment 

IS greater than I can bear. Behold, thou hast driven me out this day from 

the face of the earth; and from thy face shall I be hid; and I shall be a fu-

gitive and a vagabond in the earth; and it shall come to pass, THAT ev-

ery one that findeth me shall slay me.” 

The second villain Booth did not identify by name, but quoted: “I 

must fight the course.” With that passage Booth invoked the haunted 

spirit of Shakespeare’s greatest tragic figure, Macbeth. In act 5, scene 7, 

the last act’s penultimate scene, death is near. Macbeth’s act of tyranni-

cide has summoned his own end. Ill omens abound: his enemies have 

massed for battle, Birnham Wood is on the move, war trumpets sound, 

the climax is imminent. Trapped, Macbeth vows to fight on: “They have 

tied me to the stake. I cannot fly, / But bear-like I must fight the course.” 

As in the hideous sport of bearbaiting, where the dangerous but ulti-
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mately doomed beast is tied to a stake and vicious dogs are set upon 

him, Macbeth is fated to struggle, then die. 

Booth shut the book and tracked the setting sun, waiting for the 

darkness. They would have reached Virginia about twenty-six hours 

ago if they had crossed the Potomac successfully the previous night of 

Thursday, April 20. Now they were another day behind schedule, for all 

the good the schedule had done them. Booth shot Lincoln on April 14 

and now, seven days later, he was still in Maryland. Washington, D.C., 

was only forty miles away. The Deep South, far below Maryland and 

Virginia, where, after four years of civil war, many towns and counties 

had never seen a Yankee soldier, was beginning to seem an unattainable 

dream. The heart of Dixieland was a long way away. 

As night fell over Indiantown, it was time to push off. They knew the 

route: south to Blossum Point, east around Mathias Point, then south 

again, hugging the shoreline until they reached Machodoc Creek where, 

they prayed, Thomas Jones’s memorably named contact, Mrs. Quesen-

berry, was waiting for them. Then, at this critical moment, when they 

needed to escape from Maryland as quickly as possible, Booth and Her-

old did something inexplicable—they did nothing. During the night of 

Friday, April 21, they did not go down to the mouth of the Nanjemoy, 

retrieve the skiff, enter the Potomac, and row south to Virginia. Instead, 

they sat in the dark and did nothing. 

Why did they not take to the water that night? Was David Herold 

too tired and were his muscles too weak for consecutive nights of heavy 

rowing? Did Booth fear federal gunboats in the vicinity? Were they ex-

ploring another option, a new escape route, perhaps a daring and coun-

terintuitive thrust north by land? Or were they just too dejected after 

their failed crossing on the previous night? Whatever the reason, Booth 

and Herold chose not to make the attempt. They paid a steep price for 

their delay. Now they would have to waste another day at Indiantown, 

concealing themselves through the morning, afternoon, and evening 

until, once more, the sun set and darkness came. 

While Booth and Herold remained in place, their hunters pursued 
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them with renewed vigor. The evidence collected at Dr. Mudd’s, plus al-

leged sightings of the fugitives southwest of his farm, suggested that 

Lincoln’s assassin was making for the Potomac and a river crossing to 

Virginia. The couriers and the telegraph wires jumped all day with in-

tense traffic. General Augur wrote to General Slough at Alexandria: 

“Has the Michigan Cavalry yet left for the lower country as we spoke of 

this morning? If not, hurry it up.” W. W. Winship, captain and provost 

marshal at Alexandria, reported to Colonel Taylor in Washington, “the 

cavalry will start immediately with instruction to publish to fi shermen, 

negroes, and others a description of the assassins and the reward for 

their apprehension, and to scout and picket the river to below Dum-

fried until further orders.” 

Winship also received an update from General Augur: “When Booth 

was last heard from he was near Wicomico River, Maryland. It is feared 

he has crossed into Virginia. He had broken his leg and was on crutches. 

He had also shaved off his mustache. Let your cavalry know these par-

ticulars, and let them go down below Aquia and, if possible, connect 

with the cavalry I send down by boat to-night into Westmoreland 

County.” Winship’s laconic reply promised action: “Your dispatch is re-

ceived. The cavalry started at 5 p.m.” 

From Washington, Colonel Taylor, assistant adjutant general for the 

Twenty-second Army Corps, sent word to N. B. Sweitzer, commander 

of the Sixteenth New York Cavalry. “The major-general command-

ing directs that you place a battalion of your regiment on board a 

steamer . . . and proceed down the Potomac, debarking on the Virginia 

shore as nearly opposite the mouth of the Wicomico River, probably at 

or near Nomini Bay, as practicable. Having landed your people you will 

use them as you may judge best for the discovery of Booth, the mur-

derer of the President, and any of his accomplices who may have suc-

ceeded in crossing the Potomac.” 

At 9:00 p.m. on Saturday, April 22, Gideon Welles telegraphed Lieu-

tenant Commander Eastman, U.S. steamer Don, at Saint Inigoes, Mary-

land: “Booth was near Bryantown last Saturday, where Doctor Mudd 
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set his ankle, which was broken by a fall from his horse. The utmost 

vigilance is necessary in the Potomac and Patuxent to prevent his es-

cape. All boats should be searched for and destroyed, and a daily and 

nightly patrol established on both shores. Inform your people that more 

than $100,000 is offered for him. Allow none of your boats to leave, ex-

cept for search elsewhere.” 

General Augur sent urgent word to Commander Parker, U.S. Navy 

at Saint Inigoes, Maryland. “There is reason to believe that Booth and 

an accomplice are in the swamps about Allen’s Fresh, emptying into 

Wicomico River. He is evidently trying to cross into Virginia. Have you 

the Potomac well guarded there and above? Fearing that he may have 

already crossed, I wish to send a force of cavalry to Nomini Bay. Can I 

land horses there or in that vicinity, and with how much water? Please 

inform me at once.” 

Augur flashed a second message to Parker: “There is no longer any 

doubt that Booth and an accomplice were near Bryantown on Saturday 

last, inquiring for Piney Church. He is very lame, having broken his leg, 

and was last seen on crutches. He was undoubtedly endeavoring to cross 

into Virginia. I am desired to request your most vigilant co-operation, 

by a rigid and active blockade of all the Potomac, to prevent his escape 

into Virginia.” 



Chapter Eight 
“I Have Some Little Pride” 

On the night of Saturday, April 22, John Wilkes Booth 

and David Herold gathered themselves and made for their boat. 

They would have been in Virginia around fifty hours ago if they had 

crossed on the twentieth, and about twenty-six hours ago if they left 

Indiantown at the first opportunity, the night of the twenty-fi rst. They 

compounded their original error by tarrying at Indiantown an extra 

day. All told, they had lost two days since they left Thomas Jones and 

had wasted more than thirty-six hours during their Indiantown diver-

sion. If they had any hope of surviving the manhunt, they could not af-

ford to squander any more time and make any more mistakes. They had 

endured so many setbacks: Booth’s debilitating injury; delays at Dr. 

Mudd’s and the pine thicket; the aborted river crossing; the Indiantown 

folly. These episodes robbed Booth and Herold of time, momentum, 

and mental fortitude. 

When they climbed aboard the skiff and rowed out to the Potomac, 

they knew their lives depended on navigating a proper course to Ma-

chodoc Creek, Virginia. The first sign was not auspicious. Herold nearly 

rowed into trouble moments after getting under way: “That night, at 

sundown, we crossed the mouth of Nanjemoy Creek, [and] passed 

within 300 yards of a gunboat.” But the lead-colored skiff melted into 

the colors of the water, and the sailors failed to spot it. Lucky to escape 
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the U.S. Navy vessel, Herold stuck to the proper course, and, after sev-

eral hours, spotted the mouth of a creek on the horizon, off his right 

shoulder. He turned west and rowed in that direction. They landed the 

skiff and disembarked with their pistols, carbine, and blankets. At last, 

on the morning of Sunday, April 23, nine days after the assassination, 

John Wilkes Booth and David Herold set foot on Virginia soil. 

They scanned the terrain for enemy soldiers or local, friendly Vir-

ginians. The creek looked deserted, and no one had seen them. But 

something was wrong. In a few seconds Booth and Herold realized their 

mistake. They had done it again. This was not Machodoc Creek. They 

were again in the wrong place. 

Rowing south along the shore, David Herold had mistaken the 

mouth of Gambo Creek for Machodoc Creek and landed their boat 

prematurely. But the error did not approach the catastrophic propor-

tions of their misguided landing at Nanjemoy Creek and Indiantown. 

From earlier trips to the region, Herold recognized exactly where they 

were. The Machodoc was just one mile southwest of the Gambo. It 

wouldn’t even be necessary to launch the skiff again. The Machodoc 

and Mrs. Quesenberry’s place were accessible by an overland route. 

Herold could walk there in less than half an hour. Booth’s leg made the 

brief journey impossible for him, so he waited near the boat while Her-

old sought out Mrs. Quesenberry. She certainly came well recom-

mended, and Booth expected Davey to return soon with good news, 

food, and horses. 

Herold arrived at the Quesenberry place around 1:00 p.m., Sunday, 

April 23. Elizabeth Quesenberry, a thirty-nine-year-old widow with 

three young daughters, was a remarkable woman. A fi gure of proper 

breeding and distinguished lineage, she served the Confederate signal 

agents and couriers who operated in the northern neck of Virginia. Like 

Sarah Slater, Belle Boyd, Rose Greenhow, and innumerable other South-

ern women—including possibly the intriguing, alluring Branson sisters 

of Baltimore, Lewis Powell’s special friends—Elizabeth Quesenberry 

served the cause behind the scenes by aiding the work of the Confeder-
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ate underground. The names of most of these women have been lost to 

history and Elizabeth’s would have faded from memory long ago had 

Lincoln’s assassin not come calling. 

Bizarrely, false reports spread that morning that Booth was dressing 

as a woman. General James Barnes, commanding at Point Lookout, 

Maryland, forwarded an odd report to Stanton, explaining that he had 

just received the following dispatch from a Captain Willauer at Leonard-

town: “Sergeant Bagley, of the mounted detachment stationed at Mill-

stone Landing, informs me that J. Wilkes Booth was seen passing 

through Great Mills on foot about 9 o’clock this morning. He was 

dressed in woman’s attire. The sergeant and his men are in pursuit. I 

will send all the cavalry I have out immediately. Everything shall be 

done that can be done to secure him. The citizens recognized him as he 

was passing through.” Barnes informed Stanton, “Great Mills is situated 

at the head of Saint Mary’s River, about ten miles from Saint Inigoes 

and twenty from here.” 

General Hancock spread the rumor by sending it to Major General 

Torbert at Winchester, Major General Emory at Cumberland, and Gen-

eral Stevens at Harper’s Ferry. Hancock ordered them to tell all their 

subordinate commanders along the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and 

in West Virginia to the Kanawha that they must not relax their vigilance: 

“Booth has not yet been arrested, and it is thought that he may attempt 

to escape in disguise of a woman or otherwise through that portion of 

the country.” 

Mrs. Quesenberry was not at home when Herold arrived. Instead, 

he found her fifteen-year-old daughter. The assassin’s emissary asked if 

her mother was there. No, replied the girl, she was away, but could be 

sent for. Please do, Herold requested. Booth’s young accomplice, in spite 

of his disheveled, unwashed, and unshaven state that made him unsuit-

able for polite conversation with proper young ladies, attempted to en-

gage the teenager in social banter: “I suppose that you ladies pleasure a 

good deal on the river?” 

“We have no boat,” the girl replied curtly. 
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In that case, Herold was pleased to inform her, he had a boat nearby 

at Gambo Creek and, if she liked, she could have it. The girl considered 

the meaning of the stranger’s odd offer. 

As soon as Elizabeth Quesenberry returned, David Herold got down 

to business. Quesenberry maintained her guard: wartime experience 

taught her to be suspicious of strangers, especially ones who looked like 

Herold and who offered gifts of boats to teenage girls. Herold an-

nounced that Thomas Jones had sent him to her. That recommenda-

tion, plus a few choice details, persuaded her that this stranger really 

knew Jones and was not an undercover Union detective trying to entrap 

her. If Herold came from Jones, and Jones disclosed her name to him, 

she felt obligated to offer assistance. But what kind? 

Herold revealed there were two of them. The other man, unable to 

walk, waited at Gambo Creek. Davey asked for food and transporta-

tion—either saddled horses or a wagon and team—to ride south. Sus-

pecting or already knowing who Herold’s companion was, Quesenberry 

calculated that this was too big a job to handle alone. By now the news 

that Lincoln’s assassin was on the run had spread throughout the coun-

tryside of Virginia’s northern neck. Only a fool wouldn’t suspect that 

John Wilkes Booth was heading for the state. If he had not already 

crossed the Potomac, he would try soon, and his likely landing spot was 

somewhere nearby. And here, in Mrs. Quesenberry’s front yard, stood a 

suspicious young stranger, offering to give away his boat, and asking for 

horses. As an experienced Confederate agent, she knew what to do: 

summon help at once. She sent for Thomas Harbin, a leading Confed-

erate agent in the area with the kind of experience to handle this deli-

cate situation. Moreover, Harbin possessed two other equally important 

credentials. He was Thomas Jones’s brother-in-law. And he knew Booth. 

In December 1864, Dr. Mudd introduced Harbin to Booth at the Bry-

antown Tavern when the actor was organizing his plot to kidnap Abra-

ham Lincoln. 

Thomas Harbin responded promptly to Elizabeth’s summons, 

bringing along another operative, Joseph Baden. Herold explained the 
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situation and asked for help. Quickly, Harbin decided upon the best 

strategy: go to Booth around sundown, feed him, and get him moving 

south as swiftly as possible. It was a race now. There was no more time 

to hide out in fixed positions, evading the manhunters by camoufl age 

and cunning. Booth must make a run from northern Virginia, through 

the state’s interior, and then into the Deep South. Speed of movement 

was now the key, just like on the night of April 14 when Booth raced out 

of Washington. 

Mrs. Quesenberry prepared food for the fugitives 

and turned it over to David Herold. She would not ride to Gambo 

Creek, and she never laid eyes on Booth. An operative never took un-

necessary risks. But she did not need to meet Booth to help him. Herold 

could carry the food, and Harbin would arrange for the horses. Her 

work was done. Journeying to Gambo Creek personally might have in-

dulged her personal curiosity, but it was not essential to the mission. 

Harbin mobilized a third operative, William Bryant, with instructions 

to saddle two horses and bring them to Gambo Creek. Booth, lame and 

stranded, could not come to them. Bryant needed to retrieve the assas-

sin, get him in the saddle, and escort him to the next stop down the line. 

About an hour before sunset, Harbin and Herold called on Bryant’s 

place, north of Machodoc Creek and about three miles below Matthias 

Point. From here they rode to Booth’s hiding place near the Gambo. As 

they approached, Herold signaled the assassin not to shoot, just as 

Thomas Jones had signaled them in the pine thicket. Bryant and Herold 

lifted Booth into the saddle and the party rode to their next destination, 

the home of Dr. Richard Stuart, about eight miles from William Bry-

ant’s place. 

They arrived at Stuart’s after dark around 8:00 p.m., just as the doc-

tor and his family were finishing supper. When the doctor went to the 

door, he found two men he knew, William Bryant and a man named 

Crisman, in the company of two strangers. David Herold was on foot 
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and the rest were on horseback, Booth and Bryant riding a sorrel and a 

gray. Keeping close to his front door, Stuart spoke to the haggard pair: 

“Who are you?” 

“We are Marylanders in want of accommodations for the night,” 

Herold replied. 

Stuart wasn’t interested: “It is impossible; I have no accommoda-

tions for anybody.” 

Davey pleaded their case: his brother had broken his leg, and some-

one recommended they see Stuart for medical treatment and help on 

their journey. 

Unmoved, Stuart’s answer was the same—no. 

Well, wasn’t he a doctor? Herold demanded. 

Stuart possessed a quick riposte for any question. “I am no surgeon. 

I am only a physician,” he begged off, implying that he knew nothing 

about broken bones, setting fractures, or making splints. 

But the recommendation came from Dr. Mudd, Herold boasted. 

Unimpressed, Stuart claimed he had never heard of him: “I don’t 

know Dr. Mudd—never saw him. I don’t know that I had ever heard of 

Dr. Mudd.” And anyway, “Nobody was authorized to recommend any-

body to me.” 

Booth did not speak, relying on Herold to press the matter: “If you 

listen to the circumstances of the case, you will be able to do it.” 

Alarmed by the stranger’s persistence, Stuart rebuffed him: “I don’t 

want to know anything about you.” 

Stuart agreed to give them some food, but that was all. He did not 

like their appearance or manner and was suspicious of their story: “I 

did not really believe he had a broken leg; I thought that it was all put 

on.” Their tale did not make sense. Herold claimed that they were Con-

federate soldiers eager to continue the war after Lee’s surrender: “We 

are Marylanders going to Mosby.” But Stuart knew that Mosby’s war 

was over: “Mosby has surrendered, I understand, you will have to get 

your paroles.” Obviously the strangers were lying. 

Reluctantly, Stuart told them to come in the house for their meal. 
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The sooner they ate, the quicker he could get rid of them. Herold walked 

in, and Booth followed on his crutches. Stuart’s three adult daughters 

and his son-in-law were seated at the table. The fugitives joined them 

and began their meal. Booth and Herold were an odd spectacle at Stu-

art’s fine table. How out of place these haggard travelers seemed. Or did 

they? Yes, Herold was obviously a callow, verbose youth of the common 

class. But Booth’s filthy clothes, unshaven face, and malodorous body 

could not camouflage who he really was. His cultivated manners, edu-

cated voice, and physical poise marked him as a gentleman. The dichot-

omy between Booth’s appearance and his status must have puzzled his 

well-born tablemates. 

It also puzzled Dr. Stuart. While the strangers dined, the doctor re-

mained outside, chatting with William Bryant: “It is very strange,” 

mused Stuart. “I know nothing about these men; I cannot accommo-

date them; you will have to take them somewhere else.” Bryant professed 

that he did not know their names, either, that they emerged from the 

marshes near his house and asked to be taken to Dr. Stuart’s. The doctor 

entered the house to check on his unwanted guests. When he stepped 

back outside, Bryant and the horses were gone! He exploited Stuart’s 

brief disappearance into the house to skedaddle and abandon the prob-

lem to the doctor. Bryant had done what the strangers asked; his job 

here was done. 

Stuart panicked. His eyes darted up the road and spotted Bryant two 

or three hundred yards away. Stuart started running and overtook Bry-

ant: “You must take these men away,” he pleaded. “I can’t accommodate 

them.” Stuart dashed back into the house to roust his guests. They had 

been inside a quarter of an hour. They had enjoyed their promised meal. 

They must leave—now: “The old man is waiting for you; he is anxious 

to be off; it is cold; he is not well, and wants to go home.” Obeying, 

Booth and Herold rose from the table immediately and left the house 

without protest. 

Once outside, they again asked Stuart for help: “It was after they got 

outside that they were so importunate that I should try to accommo-
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date them.” If Stuart wouldn’t treat Booth’s injury or let them spend the 

night, wouldn’t he at least get them to Fredericksburg? Stuart rebuffed 

them again, offering only the possibility of help: “I told them that I had 

a neighbor near there, a colored man who sometimes hired his wagon, 

and probably he would do it if he was not very busy, and it would be no 

harm to try.” 

By now Stuart knew exactly who his visitors were. Obviously, they 

were not Confederate soldiers. That feeble ruse collapsed under super-

ficial examination. The lame man was a well-spoken gentleman, his 

garrulous boy companion of humbler origins. Judging by their appear-

ance, they had been living outdoors, without shelter, for a week or two. 

They had traveled south from Maryland into Virginia. They were des-

perate. And one had a broken leg. They fit the profiles of two men 

known to the whole country by now. Who could these men be but John 

Wilkes Booth and David Herold? Stuart dared not speak their names, 

but his eagerness to eject them from his land shows that he knew how 

dangerous they could be to him and his family: “I was suspicious of 

them. I did not know but they might be some of the characters who had 

been connected with the vile acts of assassination . . . which I had heard 

of a few days before.” 

Again Booth suffered “the cold hand they extend to me.” Bryant and 

his charges departed Cleydael and rode on to the home of Stuart’s “col-

ored man,” William Lucas. 

Bryant, Booth, and Herold approached the humble 

Lucas cabin—a world removed from Dr. Stuart’s opulent Cleydael es-

tate—around midnight. It was quiet and dark inside. William, his wife, 

and his son were asleep. Davey leaned in close to the crude, barred plank 

door. “Lucas!” he called sharply. Herold’s summons woke the dogs 

sleeping nearby, raising a chorus of barks. The hounds woke William 

Lucas, who, when he heard one of Bryant’s horses neighing in the yard, 

suspected that thieves were after his team. Then again he heard a strange 
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voice: “Lucas.” He did not recognize the speaker and refused to unlock 

the door. “People had been shot that way,” he reasoned. 

Lucas demanded that the voice identify itself. Instead, the speaker, 

unwilling to disclose his identity, and communicating as through a se-

cret code, uttered the names of three men and asked if Lucas knew 

them, implying through attitude of voice that he should. He didn’t and 

became frightened. The strange voice must belong to a robber or a horse 

thief. There was no way that he would open his door to the mysterious, 

threatening stranger standing on the other side, inches away. The 

stranger called out a fourth name, William Bryant. Lucas knew this 

one, but what difference did that make? The stranger could have picked 

up the name anywhere. Then a second voice called out: Lucas. It is me, 

William Bryant. You know me. Relieved, Lucas unlocked the door, 

swung it open, and stepped outside. Bryant and two strangers stepped 

forward. 

“We want to stay here tonight,” the youngest member of the trio 

declared bluntly, omitting the courtesy of an introduction. 

Bewildered by the unexpected request, and put off by Herold’s rude-

ness, Lucas resisted: “You cannot do it. I am a colored man and have no 

right to take care of white people; I have only one room in the house 

and my wife is sick.” 

Herold became belligerent: “We are Confederate soldiers, we have 

been in service three years; we have been knocking about all night, and 

don’t intend to any longer . . . we are going to stay.” 

Before Lucas could object again, Booth hobbled around him on his 

crutches, forced his way into the cabin, and claimed a chair. 

Pursuing the lame man into his home, Lucas chastised them for 

their rudeness: “Gentlemen, you have treated me very badly.” 

Booth, seething from Dr. Stuart’s rebuff, was in no mood for eti-

quette lessons from an impudent, free black man who did not know his 

place. How dare Dr. Stuart, lapsed gentleman, cast him into the night? 

Stuart had not heard the last from John Wilkes Booth. And how dare 

Stuart, adding insult to the injury, banish him to some Negro shack, 
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degrading the great tragedian like a man of the lowest class and order, 

like some filthy beggar or runaway slave. “This country was formed for 

the white, not for the black man,” Booth had declared in his secret po-

litical manifesto of 1864; “Nigger citizenship,” he spewed venomously 

in response to Lincoln’s April 11, 1865, speech. And now, here he sat, 

begging a black man for accommodations, and suffering insults in re-

ply: Never! 

Booth’s simmering blood boiled over in a way it had not since the 

assassination night. Still seated, the actor froze William Lucas with a 

hateful stare while dropping his hand to his waist, his fingers feeling for 

the handle of his knife. He had not unsheathed it in anger since he bap-

tized its razor-sharp blade with Major Rathbone’s blood, now dried and 

still caked on the knife, partly obscuring its acid-etched, defi antly patri-

otic mottos. Booth could easily have cleansed the knife in Dr. Mudd’s 

washbasin, or in the freshwater spring at the pine thicket, but chose not 

to. Instead, he cherished its stained, mirrored surface like a relic of a 

martyred saint, a vivid, tangible memento of the assassination. He had 

lost the ultrasouvenir—his Deringer—when he grappled with Rath-

bone in the president’s box. But he still possessed the knife as a personal 

reminder that blood had been spilt, and there was no turning back: “I 

have done the deed,” in the words of Macbeth. The bloody keepsake 

resonated like a symbolic stigmata of wounds not suffered, but infl icted, 

by the assassin’s hand. 

Booth’s hand rose from his waistband until the quickly moving 

blade caught William Lucas’s eye. “Old man, how do you like that?” 

Booth growled, waving the knife in the air. 

“I do not like it at all!” pleaded Lucas, who was always terrifi ed of 

knives. 

Booth was one provocation away from unwinding another power-

ful, arcing swing of the blade, but he calmed himself. Murdering a black 

family in their cabin was sure to attract unwanted attention. And Booth 

considered himself in a class above the common cutthroat. As he ar-

gued in his datebook, his motives were purer than those of Brutus or 
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William Tell. Booth still burned at a world turned upside down, but 

reason dictated that he use, and not kill, William Lucas. 

The actor sheathed the knife and assumed a less threatening guise. 

The point had been made, and Booth did not need to brandish the pis-

tols and carbine. In the cabin’s dim light, Lucas saw them clearly enough. 

Booth informed Lucas what they really wanted: “We were sent here, old 

man; we understand you have good teams.” So it was the horses, Lucas 

thought, just as he feared when he heard the strange voice outside his 

door. Lucas pleaded with Booth to leave his horses alone, explaining 

that he had hired hands coming Monday to plant corn. Convinced that 

the strangers would try to steal the horses, Lucas spoke evasively and 

claimed that the animals were far away, in the pasture. It would be hard 

searching for them in the dark. Booth turned to Herold and closed the 

matter: “Well, Dave, we will not go on any further, but stay here and 

make this old man get us this horse in the morning.” William Bryant, 

his task done, rode away, abandoning Lucas and his family to the strang-

ers he had brought into their cabin. 

Lucas was terrified to be alone with them and, fearing Booth’s knife 

slitting his throat while he slept, he surrendered his cabin: “I was afraid 

to go to sleep and my wife and I went out on the step and stayed there 

the rest of the night.” 

In the morning, a little after 6:00, Booth and Herold ordered Lucas 

to get the horses. They hitched them to his wagon and climbed aboard. 

For the last time, Lucas beseeched them: were they really going to take 

his horses and not pay him? Feeling generous, Booth asked what price 

he charged for a ride to Port Conway, a small town on the Rappahan-

nock River about ten miles away. Ten dollars in gold coins or $20 in 

greenbacks, quoted Lucas. But Booth and Herold were obviously taking 

a one-way trip; how would he get his horses and wagon back? He asked 

them to take his twenty-one-year-old son Charles along for the ride so 

the boy could bring the team home. Booth said no, but Herold, in rare 

dissent from his master, yielded: “Yes, he can go, as you have a large 

family and a crop on hand and you can have your team back again.” 
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It was settled. Within minutes William Lucas would be free of Lin-

coln’s assassins, patiently awaiting, with an extra $20 in his pocket, 

Charlie’s return with the horses in a few hours. Then Lucas, still smart-

ing from the indignity of his midnight eviction, made a mistake. He 

couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He taunted the strangers about the Con-

federacy’s defeat: “I thought you would be done pressing horses in the 

Northern Neck,” he added, “since the fall of Richmond.” Lucas’s inso-

lence enraged Booth, causing an eruption of his volcanic temper. Rich-

mond? Did this damned black rascal dare mention Richmond? Asia 

Booth Clarke knew her brother’s sensitivity on that subject. She de-

scribed how their brother Junius, walking with Wilkes “one night . . . in 

the streets of Washington . . . beheld the tears run from his eyes as he 

turned his face towards Richmond, saying brokenly, ‘Virginia—Vir-

ginia.’ It was like the wail of a Roman father over his slaughtered child. 

This idealized city of his love had deeper hold upon his heart than any 

feminine beauty.” 

Ignorant of Booth’s passion, Lucas could not have uttered a more 

dangerous provocation. Asia, however, recognized that the city’s fall the 

week prior to Lincoln’s assassination helped spur her brother to com-

mit his great crime: “[T]he fall of Richmond rang in with maddening, 

exasperating clang of joy, and that triumphant entry into the fallen 

city . . . breathed air afresh upon the fire which consumed him.” If Rich-

mond’s fall could provoke John Wilkes Booth to murder the president 

of the United States, how might Lucas’s blasphemous slander provoke 

the assassin to punish him? 

Booth’s pitiless black eyes burned through Lucas like searing coals: 

“Repeat that again,” he dared Lucas. One more insult, and Booth was 

ready to draw one of his revolvers and shoot the old man on the spot. 

Lucas knew he had made a terrible mistake. He had pushed Booth too 

far, and the actor was ready to explode in violence. Wisely, the old man 

backed off: “I said no more to him.”Young Charlie Lucas climbed aboard 

the wagon and seized the reins, signaling his readiness to serve Booth 

and Herold by driving them to Port Conway or—at this tense mo-
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ment—any place they wanted to go. Wordlessly, Booth reached under 

his coat and pulled out, not a revolver, but a wad of cash. Peeling off $20 

in paper currency, he bent low and handed the money to Mrs. Lucas. 

As the wagon rolled away around 7:00 a.m., it came to Booth; he 

knew how to deal with Dr. Stuart. 

They reached Port Conway around noon, and Charlie steered the 

wagon toward the ferry landing, near the home of William Rollins. 

Booth asked Charlie to wait a few minutes before driving his father’s 

wagon home. The actor wanted to write a letter to Dr. Stuart, and he 

wanted Charlie to deliver it. 

A letter? John Wilkes Booth was running for his life. He didn’t know 

where the manhunters were. The newspapers he read did not reveal 

their unit designations, their strength of numbers, or their search as-

signments. In his ignorance, and to ensure his survival, Booth had to 

assume that he might encounter Union troops and detectives at any 

moment, anywhere along his route. They might be behind him or lying 

in wait ahead of him. He was always in danger. Conceivably every min-

ute might count, and even a slight delay might make the difference be-

tween freedom and death. Incredibly, foolishly, with his life at stake, 

Booth took time to indulge his undisciplined, theatrical impulses. He 

insisted on having the last word and upbraiding Stuart for his appall-

ing, shameful manners. He opened his 1864 datebook to a blank page 

and began writing feverishly. After finishing the note, he read it over 

and, dissatisfi ed, ripped it out and tucked it out of sight inside one of 

the book’s interior flaps. He started over, composed another note, and 

carefully removed the page. 

Dated Monday, April 24, 1865, Booth’s caustic rebuke assumed 

Shakespearean pretensions: 

Dear Sir: 

Forgive me, but I have some little pride. I hate to blame 

you for your want of hospitality: you know your own affairs. I 
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was sick and tired, with a broken leg, in need of medical 

advice. I would not have turned a dog from my door in such 

a condition. However, you were kind enough to give me some-

thing to eat, for which I not only thank you, but on account of 

the reluctant manner in which it was bestowed, feel bound to 

pay for it. It is not the substance, but the manner in which a 

kindness is extended, that makes one happy for the acceptance 

thereof. The sauce in meat is ceremony; meeting were bare 

without it. Be kind enough to accept the enclosed two dollars 

and a half (though hard to spare) for what we have received. 

Yours respectfully, STRANGER. 

Booth judged Stuart guilty of committing the ultimate sin in gen-

teel Virginia society—inhospitality. It was the sort of accusation that, 

leveled at a more leisurely time, might trigger a duel. Indeed, had Booth 

more time, he might have tried to soliloquize the doctor in person. 

Booth’s letter climaxed with an insulting rebuke of offering to pay a 

petty sum of cash in exchange for Stuart’s grudging hospitality. Thes-

pian to the end, Booth invoked Shakespeare to dramatize his point, 

drawing his letter’s penultimate “ceremony” line from Macbeth, act 3, 

scene 4. There, Lady Macbeth, speaking at the haunted banquet that 

followed her husband’s murder of Duncan in his sleep, opined on, of all 

things, proper hospitality: “The feast is sold / That is not often vouched, 

while ’tis a-making, / ’Tis given with welcome. To feed were best at 

home; / From thence, the sauce to meat is ceremony. / Meeting were 

bare without it.” Booth quoted the obscure phrase from memory nearly 

perfectly, committing only the minor error of writing “in” instead of 

“to” “meat.” 

In other words, Booth was saying that a feast seems grudgingly and 

mercenarily given unless it is repeatedly graced with assurances of wel-

come. Plain eating is best done in one’s own domestic setting; on more 

social occasions, the spice to a feast is ceremony; gatherings are too un-

adorned without it. 
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Booth’s two drafts differed little. The chief differences were in the 

sums of money Booth offered and the closing salutations. First Booth 

wrote “$5.00.” On second thought he cut the sum in half. And perhaps 

he intended the smaller amount to augment the greater insult. Booth 

closed the first draft with “Most respectfully, your obedient servant.” 

The actor judged that salutation too respectful to the unworthy doctor 

and substituted the less fl orid “Yours respectfully.” 

How strange, too, that in Booth’s last writings—his journal entries 

and his final letter—he quoted from his victim’s favorite texts. The ca-

dences of the King James Bible resonated in many of Abraham Lincoln’s 

finest writings, and his love of Shakespeare knew no bounds. During 

private, social evenings at the White House, the president often sat by 

the fi re and read his aloud to his small, intimate circle of friends. In a 

letter to the celebrated actor James Henry Hackett, Lincoln expounded 

on his favorites: “Some of Shakespeare’s plays I have never read; 

while others I have gone over perhaps as frequently as any unprofes-

sional reader. Among the latter are Lear, Richard Third, Henry Eighth, 

Hamlet, and especially Macbeth. I think nothing equals Macbeth. It is 

wonderful.” 

It was Macbeth that Lincoln chose to read aloud to his guests on a 

Potomac cruise aboard the River Queen on Sunday five days before the 

assassination. One of the president’s companions described that mem-

orable performance: 

On Sunday, April 9th, we were steaming up the Potomac. 

That whole day the conversation dwelt upon literary sub-

jects. Mr. Lincoln read to us for several hours passages taken 

from Shakespeare. Most of these were from “Macbeth,” and, 

in particular, the verses which follow Duncan’s assassination. 

I cannot recall this reading without being awed at the re-

membrance, when Macbeth becomes king after the murder 

of Duncan, he falls prey to the most horrible torments of 

mind. Either because he was struck by the weird beauty of 
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these verses, or from a vague presentiment coming over him, 

Mr. Lincoln paused here while reading, and began to explain 

to us how true a description of the murderer that one was; 

when, the dark deed achieved, its tortured perpetrator came 

to envy the sleep of his victim; and he read over again the 

same scene. 

Gleeful at the prospect of taking symbolic revenge against Stuart, 

Booth folded two and a half dollars into a small, tight square and then 

wrapped his letter around the money. He called Charlie Lucas over and 

handed him the insulting ensemble. If only he could see Stuart’s face 

when the old doctor read his rebuke, Booth gloated. 

Charlie Lucas braked the wagon to a stop in front of the home of 

William Rollins, a former Port Conway store owner who made his liv-

ing by fishing and farming. Booth and Herold did not know him. Rol-

lins was in his backyard preparing his fishing nets and did not see the 

wagon’s approach. When he walked around his house, he recognized 

William Lucas’s horses. Then he saw the two strangers, David Herold 

standing at the gate, and another man sitting in the wagon. Herold 

asked an old man sitting nearby for some water, and the fellow fi lled a 

tin dipper to the rim and passed it to Herold. As Davey began walking 

to the wagon, the cup spilled over: “It is too full,” he called out to Booth. 

“I’ll drink some of it.” 

Thirsty, Booth yelled back, “Bring it down here.” 

Still holding the dipper, Herold turned to Rollins and asked if he 

knew anybody who could take them to Orange Court House. When 

Rollins said no, Herold asked if he would take them at least part of the 

way. Rollins offered to drive them to Bowling Green, about fi fteen miles 

distant, for a fee. Intrigued, Herold invited Rollins to come over to the 

wagon and meet his friend. “This man says he has a wagon and will take 

us to Bowling Green for ten dollars,” Herold reported, as he climbed 

aboard Lucas’s wagon and surrendered the refreshing cup. Booth asked 

Rollins to confirm the distance, and the fisherman added, tantalizingly, 
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that the Fredericksburg and Richmond railroad was just two and a half 

miles from there. 

Then, improvidently, Herold asked if there was a hotel nearby where 

Booth could lay up his injured leg for a couple of days. He should have 

known there was no time for that. Perpetuating their masquerade as 

Confederate soldiers, Herold volunteered the familiar story: his com-

panion had been wounded near Petersburg. Rollins told them about a 

hotel at Bowling Green. Then Booth switched subjects, inquiring 

whether Rollins would take him and Davey across the Rappahannock, 

only two or three hundred yards wide at this point, and land them on 

the other side at Port Royal. Rollins offered to do it for the same price 

that the ferry operating between Port Conway and Port Royal charged— 

ten cents one way. He would be happy to transport them in his boat af-

ter he went down to the river and put out his fishing nets. The tide was 

about to rise, and that meant prime fi shing time. 

Booth wanted to cross at once. As soon as the nets are set, Rollins 

reiterated. Frustrated, Booth tried to entice him with more money: “I 

don’t want to be lying over here. We’ll pay you more than the ferriage.” 

The actor could not persuade him. The tide was rising now, and the 

fisherman wasn’t going to miss out on a good catch. At that moment 

three mounted figures appeared on the hill just above Port Conway, 

about fifty yards from the river, and surveyed the town. They were sol-

diers. And a wagon down by the wharf, parked in front of William Rol-

lins’s house, caught their eye. 

The men spurred their horses and descended slowly to Port Con-

way. When they got within twenty yards of the wagon, Herold jumped 

out and thrust his hand inside the breast of his coat. One of the men 

noticed Davey’s clumsy, obvious move immediately. He had seen men 

draw pistols before. Another member of the trio took note of the wagon, 

which was drawn, he thought, “by two very wretched looking horses.” 

Then they looked over to the man sitting in the wagon: “[He] was 

dressed in a dark suit that looked seamed and ravelly, as if from rough 

contact with thorny undergrowth. On his head was a seedy looking 
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black slouch hat, which he kept well pulled down over his forehead . . . 

his beard, of a coal-black hue, was of about two weeks’ growth and gave 

his face an unclean appearance.” 

On Monday, April 24, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd saw soldiers, 

too. There would be no more questions today, no additional searches of 

the house and outbuildings, no marathon, cat-and-mouse interroga-

tions at Bryantown. The soldiers came to his farm to arrest him and 

take him away to Washington. There he would languish, locked up in 

the fearsome Old Capitol prison, across the street from the great dome, 

shining symbol of the Union that he, John Wilkes Booth, and all the 

others, had tried to topple. Confined incommunicado, Samuel A. Mudd 

waited to learn what terrible price the government would seek to exact 

from him. 

Booth and Herold had been dreading this moment, if 

not at Port Conway, then somewhere along their escape route. It was 

only a matter of time. Their first encounter with soldiers was inevitable. 

Fate chose Port Conway. Booth and Herold tensed for action. As the 

riders approached, Herold walked toward them, creating distance be-

tween them and Booth, and all the while scrutinizing their uniforms 

and equipment. Their jackets did not look blue. Davey, adopting his 

usual, disarming manner of the friendly sidekick, called out to the men: 

“Gentlemen, whose command do you belong to?” 

One of them, an officer, responded: “To Mosby’s command.” 

Herold was relieved. They were Confederates! 

These men weren’t just everyday soldiers. Even though two of them 

were eighteen years old and one was nineteen years old, First Lieutenant 

Mortimer B. Ruggles, Private Absalom R. Bainbridge, and Private Wil-

liam S. Jett were veterans of one of the Confederacy’s most elite, re-

nowned cavalry units, commanded by the legendary John Singleton 
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Mosby. Herold was elated: “If I am not inquisitive,” he asked Ruggles, 

“can I ask you where you are going?” 

William Jett jumped in: “That is a secret. Nobody knows where we 

are going because I never tell anybody.” And who was asking? They de-

cided to turn the tables on the stranger and asked him to what com-

mand did he belong? 

Davey performed well: “We belong to A. P. Hill’s Corps; I have my 

wounded brother a Marylander who was wounded in the fi ght below 

Petersburg.” 

Where is this wound? queried Jett. 

“In the leg.” Jett pursued the interrogation and requested their 

names. 

“Our name is Boyd; his name is James William Boyd and mine is 

David E. Boyd.” Herold assumed the guise of an enthusiastic Confeder-

ate, a militant bitter-ender, zealous to continue the fight, wherever it 

was. “Come gentlemen I suppose you are all going to the Southern 

Army,” Herold ventured confidentially, adding that “we are also anxious 

to get over there ourselves and wish you to take us along with you.” 

Booth struggled out of the wagon, propped himself up on his 

crutches, and began walking toward them. 

Mosby’s men thought Herold was odd and overeager and did not 

reply to him or dismount their horses. Guessing that this was the op-

portune moment for some social lubrication, Davey played host: “Come 

gentlemen, get down; we have got something to drink here; we will go 

and take a drink.” 

Jett declined curtly: “Thank you Sir, I never drink anything.” Jett 

rode about twenty yards away from Herold, dismounted, and tied his 

horse to a gate. Ruggles and Bainbridge dismounted and sat on Rollins’s 

steps. 

As soon as Jett rejoined the group, Herold tapped him on the shoul-

der and asked if they could speak privately. They walked to the wharf, 

and Herold proposed a plan: “I take it for granted that you are raising a 

command to go south to Mexico and I want you to let us go with you.” 
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Real soldiers did not talk this way, Jett knew: “I was thrown aback 

that such an idea should have entered any man’s head.” The verbose 

“David E. Boyd,” if that was his true name, was holding something back. 

“I cannot go with any man that I do not know anything about,” Jett 

explained. He stared Herold down and asked a simple question: “Who 

are you?” 

“We are,” Herold spouted excitedly in a trembling voice, “the assas-

sinators of the president.” Herold pointed to where Booth stood some 

yards off. “Yonder is the assassinator! Yonder is J. Wilkes Booth, the man 

who killed the president.” 

Dumbstruck, Private William Jett did not say a word. Interpreting 

Jett’s silence as a sign of disbelief, Herold asked him if he had noticed 

Booth’s indelible proof of identity—the initials “JWB” tattoed on his left 

hand. Ruggles walked up to Herold and Jett, but Jett found that all he 

could do was mumble to his friend “here is a strange thing.” Then they 

told Ruggles the stunning news. Booth was just a few feet away, swinging 

forward on the crutches. Within seconds they were face-to-face with 

Lincoln’s assassin, his marked hand hidden discreetly by a shawl. 

“I suppose you have been told who I am?” Booth asked. 

Ruggles was transfixed: “Instantly he dropped his weight back upon 

his crutch, and drawing a revolver said sternly, with the utmost cool-

ness, ‘Yes, I am John Wilkes Booth, the slayer of Abraham Lincoln, and I 

am worth just $175,000 to the man who captures me.’” 

“Do you wish to go over the river now, sir?” an approaching voice 

interrupted. It was William Rollins, back from setting his nets. He had 

walked to his house, gotten his coat, and called down to Booth at the 

ferryboat landing where the assassin stood with Herold and the sol-

diers. 

“Yes,” Booth shouted back. 

“Come on then,” Rollins beckoned. 

But Booth hesitated and inched closer to Herold and the soldiers. 

Rollins shouted out to Booth again: “If you wish to go over the river, 

come on.” 
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Herold spoke for his master: “If you are in a hurry go on; we are not 

going over now.” Instead, the fugitives huddled with Ruggles, Jett, and 

Bainbridge, concocting an alternative scheme. They told the trio that 

they wanted to throw themselves entirely upon their protection. Jett 

agreed to help, and Ruggles vouchsafed their fidelity:“We were not men 

to take ‘blood money.’” The soldiers promised to accompany the assas-

sins across the river in the ferryboat and help them on the other side. 

Booth had won their loyalty not by mesmerizing them with the riv-

eting story of how he had struck down the president, but with his la-

conic, stoic demeanor. The assassin confided to William Jett that he 

thought the murder “was nothing to brag about,” and the soldier agreed: 

“I do not either.” Ruggles noticed about Booth the same thing his com-

rades did—the actor was in agony, but he took it like a man: “I noticed 

that his wounded leg was greatly swollen, inflamed, and dark, as from 

bruised blood, while it seemed to have been wretchedly dressed, the 

splints being simply pasteboard rudely tied about it. That he suffered 

intense pain all the time there was no doubt, though he tried to conceal 

his agony, both physical and mental.” 

Booth’s confession took them by surprise, and the fact that they 

were standing in the presence of—and even conversing with—Lincoln’s 

assassin stunned them. But Ruggles could not help admiring him: 

“[T]he coolness of the man won our admiration; for we saw that he was 

wounded, desperate, and at bay. His face was haggard, pinched with 

suffering, his dark eyes sunken, but strangely bright.” 

Before departing on the ferry, Herold and Jett walked back to Rol-

lins’s place, found him outside, and made a curious request: did he have 

a bottle of ink? Rollins led them into the house, took a small bottle from 

the mantel, and laid it on the table. Jett sat in a chair, set out a piece of 

paper, and began writing. Herold told Jett to let him do it, and Jett tore 

off the part of the paper he had already written on. Herold copied it, 

writing five or six lines. They had forged an army parole document for 

Jett in case he encountered Union troops. 

The ferryboat had almost reached the Port Conway side of the river. 
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Time to cross over to Port Royal. Herold picked up his carbine, wound 

the white, cotton sling around his shoulders, and again told Rollins that 

he and his friend did not need a ride: “I have met with some friends out 

here and they say it is not worth while to hire a wagon to go on to Bowl-

ing Green, as we can all go along together and ride and tie.” As Davey 

gathered his blanket, Rollins, admiring its luxurious shag finish on one 

side, made the oddest compliment. 

“That’s a very nice concern you’ve got there,” he said. 

“Yes, a lady in Maryland gave me that,” Herold acknowledged 

proudly. 

James Thornton, a free black man who operated the ferry for its 

owner, Champe Thornton, piloted the craft to the wharf. David Herold 

dismissed the wagon and Charlie Lucas turned his team around and 

headed for home. Herold reminded him to deliver Mr. Boyd’s letter to 

Dr. Stuart. Booth explained to Ruggles that he was unable to walk any-

more, so the lieutenant lifted him onto his horse and prepared to board. 

James Thornton opened the gate and ushered the waiting customers— 

five men and three horses—aboard. To Thornton, the strangers ap-

peared unremarkable—just another band of bedraggled rebels heading 

home after losing the war. 

Herold, Jett, and Bainbridge stepped onto the fl at, wood planks of 

the ferry’s bottom, the two Confederates leading their horses by the 

reins. Ruggles, also on foot, carried Booth’s crutches, Herold carried the 

carbine, and Booth had the pistols and knife. Ruggles noticed that Ma-

jor Rathbone’s blood was still on the blade. Around his neck Booth sus-

pended the field glasses from a leather strap joined by an adjustable 

metal buckle. Ignoring ferry rules, the assassin, who wanted to avoid 

the searing pain that accompanied every mount and dismount of the 

horse, refused to get out of the saddle and he rode Ruggles’s horse right 

onto the barge. Mounted men made the ferry top-heavy, but Thornton 

let Booth’s infraction slide. Later, after it was all over, showman P. T. 

Barnum offered Ruggles a nice price for the saddle graced by John 

Wilkes Booth’s posterior during the short ferry trip. 
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With his passengers all aboard, Thornton cut loose from the wharf 

and eased the slow-moving, awkward craft across the Rappahannock to 

the old, dilapidated colonial town of Port Royal. During the crossing 

the men hardly spoke, not wanting the colored man to learn anything 

about them. Bainbridge became suspicious of Thornton, anyway: “The 

ferryman eyed us all very closely and we said but very little.” Bainbridge 

unglued his eyes from Thornton and witnessed, as the actor towered 

over them, a memorable scene: “Booth sat squarely on his horse, look-

ing expectantly towards the opposite shore.”As soon at they landed and 

Thornton opened the gate, Booth spurred Ruggles’s horse onto the 

wharf. 

The assassin was in good spirits again, and he laughed as Herold 

and their new friends gathered around him to celebrate the successful 

crossing. Broaching the humble Rappahannock was no great feat in it-

self, but it represented the culmination of this phase of the escape. 

Booth and Herold had crossed the mighty Potomac, escaped from 

Maryland, landed in Virginia, found—finally, after suffering bitter dis-

appointments—loyal Confederate comrades, and passed safely south 

through the state’s northern neck. Now, south of the Rappahannock, 

John Wilkes Booth looked forward to a swift journey through open 

country, to the interior of the Old Dominion. Overcome with emotion, 

Booth sang out: “I’m safe in glorious old Virginia, thank God!” 

Or was he? There was something about young Willie Jett that Booth 

did not know. Had he known it, the assassin would have fled from this 

boy’s company faster than he had galloped away from Ford’s Theatre. 

Booth might have even shot him for it. On the surface, the thing seemed 

innocuous, even innocent. Neither Booth nor Jett knew it yet, but their 

meeting had set in motion a chain of events that would lead to the ac-

tor’s downfall. 

For now all was well and Jett led the caravan a few blocks to the Port 

Royal home of Randolph Peyton. Jett knew him and thought he would 

take them in. Before Jett approached the house, Booth asked him to 

continue the ruse and introduce him as a wounded Confederate soldier 
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named James Boyd. Peyton’s two spinster sisters, Sarah Jane and Lucy, 

answered the door. Jett asked if they would be kind enough to give shel-

ter for two nights to a wounded Confederate soldier and his brother. 

The Peytons agreed to take the strangers in, and Jett beckoned Booth to 

come forward. Booth hobbled inside and reclined on a chaise lounge. It 

was the first time he had stretched out on a piece of furniture since he 

napped on the upholstered, black horsehair sofa in Dr. Mudd’s front 

parlor. After a few minutes Sarah Jane called Jett aside. She wanted to 

speak to him alone in the parlor. On second thought, she explained, this 

man could not stay here. Her brother Randolph was away at his farm 

and would not be back tonight. It was not right, without their brother 

at home, to permit strangers to sleep in the same house with two un-

married women. Regrettably, Sarah Jane informed Jett, she must re-

scind her premature offer of hospitality. She hated to say no to a 

wounded Confederate soldier, but in her brother’s absence, she had no 

choice. 

Jett accepted the refusal graciously. Making a scene would do no 

good. He asked if the Peytons’ neighbors across the street, the Catlitts, 

might take in Mr. Boyd. Sarah Jane said she did not know. Jett elected to 

try but discovered that, like Randolph Peyton, Mr. Catlitt was not home. 

Sarah Jane made a helpful suggestion: “You can get him in anywhere up 

the road—Mr. Garrett’s or anywhere else.” Jett agreed to try. At around 

1:00 p.m. he helped Booth rise from the Peytons’ chaise lounge and 

stand up on his crutches. As they walked outside, Jett called to their 

comrades: “Boys, ride on further up to road.” After putting Booth on 

Ruggles’s horse, the men doubled up on the two remaining animals, 

Herold riding behind Jett, and Ruggles behind Bainbridge. 

Three and a half miles away, Richard H. Garrett pre-

sided over his five-hundred-acre farm, Locust Hill. It was a happy time. 

His two eldest sons, both in Confederate service, had just come home 

from the war. The caravan of riders, pacing slowly from Port Royal to 
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the southwest, arrived in the late afternoon. David Herold jumped off 

Jett’s horse as soon as they passed the gate, and loitered near the road 

with Bainbridge, who dismounted and gave his horse to Booth. Jett, 

Booth, and Ruggles rode on to the house. As he had with Miss Sarah 

Jane Peyton, Booth asked Jett to introduce him by his pseudonym. Wil-

lie Jett introduced himself to Mr. Garrett from the saddle and then pre-

sented James Boyd: “Here is a wounded Confederate soldier that we 

want you to take care of for a day or so: will you do it?” 

Garrett thought of his sons, who had returned safely just a few days 

ago. He would return that blessing with a kindness: “Yes, certainly I 

will.” 

Around three o’clock in the afternoon of Monday, April 24, John 

Wilkes Booth had found refuge for the night. And he had survived an-

other day. 

Booth got down from Ruggles’s horse. Their mission accomplished, 

the Confederates wanted to push on. Jett and Ruggles bade the assassin 

a quick farewell—“we will see you again”—and trotted away from Lo-

cust Hill, leading Bainbridge’s riderless horse by the reins. Unbeknownst 

to Booth, Willie Jett had no intention of returning to Garrett’s farm or 

of ever seeing the assassin again. When Jett and Ruggles reached the 

gate, they reined their horses to a stop. Bainbridge mounted up and Da-

vid Herold clambered on, riding double with him. Davey wanted to ac-

company them to Bowling Green to purchase, of all things, a new pair 

of shoes. He decided to spend the night with the young Confederates 

and rejoin Booth tomorrow, April 25, at Garrett’s farm. 

Almost like a jealous younger brother showing off, Herold boasted 

to Jett that he, too, had a tattoo, just like Booth. Indeed, Booth had only 

one, but Davey had two. He rolled up both coat sleeves above the elbow 

and displayed a heart and anchor on his right arm and his initials, 

“DEH,” on his left. Jett noticed that the “H,” although still legible, was 

blurry: during his idle time in the pine thicket Davy had rubbed it for 

hours, trying desperately to erase the identifying mark with friction and 

heat. 
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The presence of Booth, Jett, and Ruggles in the Garretts’ front yard 

had provoked a dog’s bark, and the sound alerted John M. Garrett, one 

of Richard’s sons, who was lying down in an upstairs bedroom. John 

had joined the Confederate army at the beginning of the war in 1861, 

serving first in the Fredericksburg Artillery and then in Lightfoot’s Bat-

talion. He was active for the duration until Lee’s surrender on April 9, 

when he returned to the family farm. Looking out the window a little 

after 3:00 p.m., he saw a man with two crutches, who was leaning on 

only one. The man was wrapped in a gray shawl and was standing near 

his father, while two men on horseback were talking. In a few minutes, 

the mounted men rode off, taking the lame man’s horse with them. 

John watched as his father and the stranger walked toward the house. It 

all seemed normal enough, and John Garrett returned to his bed. 

Booth and old man Garrett lounged on the front porch, which ex-

tended along the length of the house. In about half an hour, a little after 

3:30 p.m., John Garrett came downstairs and walked out the front door 

to spend the evening with a neighbor. His father introduced him to 

James Boyd. Neither father nor son suspected that Boyd was anyone 

other than who he said he was—a simple Confederate veteran, making 

his way home. 



Chapter Nine 
“Useless, Useless” 

Booth had been lucky. On April 24, the majority of the 

manhunters were still spinning their wheels in Maryland, uncer-

tain whether their quarry had crossed the Potomac. Compared with the 

level of activity in Maryland, Virginia’s northern neck was still lightly 

patrolled. That was about to change. 

That morning, Major James O’Beirne had a telegram sent to the 

War Department telegraph office in Washington. It was this offi ce that, 

on the night of the assassination, sent Stanton’s telegrams that broke 

the news to military commanders, and to the nation. It was this offi ce 

that transmitted Stanton’s orders to begin the manhunt. And from this 

office came the news flash that the president was dead. Now, ten days 

later, Major Thomas Eckert, head of the telegraph office, received a mes-

sage from Major O’Beirne that galvanized the manhunt. Two men, re-

ported O’Beirne, had been seen crossing the Potomac on April 16. If 

those men were Booth and Herold, then Lincoln’s assassin had been in 

Virginia for the past eight days. This report required action. 

And Colonel Lafayette C. Baker just happened to be on the scene 

when the telegraph arrived. The notorious detective and War Depart-

ment “agent,” and a favorite of Stanton’s, had been in town since April 

16, in response to Stanton’s dramatic telegram summoning him from 

New York to join the manhunt and find the murderers of the president. 
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Since his arrival his imperious, deceitful, and self-promoting demeanor 

had rubbed a number of the hunters the wrong way. He tried to steal 

other detectives’ leads and, without prior authorization, he had even is-

sued a $30,000 reward proclamation of his own. He was snooping 

around the telegraph office when Eckert heard from O’Beirne. Baker 

read the message: 

PORT TOBACCO, MD., April 24, 1865 10 a.m. 

(Received 11 a.m.) 

Major ECKERT: 

Have just met Major O’Beirne, whose force had arrested 

Doctor Mudd and Thompson. Mudd set Booth’s left leg 

(fractured), furnished crutches, and helped him and Herold 

off. They have been tracked as far as the swamp near 

Bryantown, and under one theory it is possible they may be 

still concealed in swamp which leads from Bryantown to 

Allen’s Fresh, or in neck of land between Wicomico and 

Potomac Rivers. Other evidence leads to the belief that they 

crossed from Swan Point to White Point, Va., on Sunday 

morning, April 16, about 9:30, in a small boat, also captured 

by Major O’Beirne. John M. Lloyd has been arrested, and 

virtually acknowledged complicity. I will continue with Major 

O’Beirne, in whom I have very great confi dence. We propose 

first to thoroughly scour swamp and country to-day, and if 

unsuccessful and additional evidence will justify it, we then 

propose to cross with force into Virginia and follow up that 

trail as long as there is any hope. At all events we will keep 

moving, and if there is any chance you may rely upon our 

making most of it. Country here is being thoroughly scoured 

by infantry and cavalry. 

S.H. BECKWITH 
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Baker seized the telegram, rushed back to his Pennsylvania Avenue 

headquarters across the street from Willard’s, and told his cousin, De-

tective Luther Byron Baker, the news. 

“We have got a sure thing,” Lafayette said, “I think Booth has crossed 

the river, and I want you to go right out.” 

“There are no men to go with me.” 

“We will have some soldiers detailed.” Lafayette begin writing a re-

quest for troops to General Hancock. “Is there no one in the offi ce who 

can go with you,” he asked his cousin. 

“No one but Colonel Conger,” Luther replied. 

“Can he ride?” 

“I think so.” 

There was just one problem with O’Beirne’s clue. Yes, two men had 

been seen crossing the river on April 16. But they were not John Wilkes 

Booth and David Herold. 

Around the same time that Booth arrived at Gar-

rett’s farm, an unsuspecting young army officer in Washington, D.C., 

got swept up in the manhunt’s whirlwind. On the afternoon of April 24, 

capturing Lincoln’s killer was the last thing on the mind of Lieutenant 

Edward P. Doherty, a company commander in the Sixteenth New York 

Cavalry regiment. While others took up the frenzied pursuit of John 

Wilkes Booth, Doherty’s unit had not received orders to join the chase. 

Instead, he whiled away the time enjoying the spring afternoon: “I was 

seated, with another officer . . . on a bench in the park opposite the White 

House.” 

A messenger tracked him down, interrupting his leisure with an 

urgent, written message: “HEADQUARTERS, DEPARTMENT OF 

WASHINGTON / April 24, 1865 / Commanding Officer 16th New York 

Cavalry / Sir: You will at once detail a reliable and discreet commis-

sioned officer with twenty-five men, well mounted, with three days’ ra-

tions and forage, to report at once to Colonel L. C. Baker, Agent of the 
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Luther Baker, Lafayette Baker, and Everton Conger 

pose as manhunters for Harper’s Weekly. 

War Department, at 211 Pennsylvania Ave. / Command of General C. 

C. Augur.” Doherty’s commanding officer, Colonel N. B. Switzer, had 

annotated the order and assigned the mission to Doherty: “In accor-

dance with the foregoing order First Lieutenant E. P. Doherty is hereby 

detailed for the duty, and will report at once to Colonel Baker.” 

Doherty rushed back to his barracks, ordered his bugler to blow 

“boots and saddles,” and he took the first twenty-six men who jumped 

to the call. Doherty wondered what this mission was about, but it was 

not the business of a lowly lieutenant to ask questions. He would fi nd 

out soon enough, when he arrived at Baker’s headquarters. Within half 
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an hour the lieutenant and his detail reported to Colonel Baker, who 

handed him freshly printed, paper carte-de-visite photographs of three 

men. Doherty failed to recognize two of them—they were standing 

poses and the faces were tiny—but the clearer image of the third man 

electrified him. It was John Wilkes Booth. He was going after Lincoln’s 

assassin! 

But not by himself, Lafayette Baker admonished him. He was to take 

two detectives with him, Lafayette’s cousin, Luther Byron Baker, and 

Everton J. Conger, a former cavalry colonel from the 1st District of Co-

lumbia Cavalry. Colonel Baker decided to stay behind in Washington, 

where he could continue to intercept telegrams and also safeguard his 

interest in the reward money. Colonel Baker gave Doherty his destina-

tion, and with that the twenty-six-man detachment of the Sixteenth 

New York Cavalry, accompanied by two detectives, began its pursuit of 

Lincoln’s assassin. Doherty led his men to the Sixth Street wharf, where 

they boarded the steamer John S. Ide—an unusual name that combined 

the assassin’s fi rst name with an insinuation of the ides of March and 

Julius Caesar’s misfortune. The vessel plied the waters of Aquia Creek 

and landed at the wharf at Belle Plaine, Virginia, where the troops dis-

embarked and traveled overland, south toward Fredericksburg. If they 

kept moving, the troopers of the Sixteenth New York would reach Port 

Conway, where Booth and Herold had crossed the Rappahannock, by 

tomorrow afternoon, April 25. 

No one in Washington was confident that the Six-

teenth New York Cavalry was on Booth’s trail. And Stanton’s dramatic— 

and lucrative four-day-old proclamation of April 20 had still not 

resulted in Booth’s capture. The War Department issued a new procla-

mation on April 24. This one offered no additional rewards and ap-

pealed not to greed but to the patriotism of the black population of 

Washington, Maryland, and Virginia. 
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THE MURDER OF PRESIDENT LINCOLN. 

APPEAL TO THE COLORED PEOPLE! 

HEADQUARTERS MIDDLE MILITARY DIVISION, 

Washington, D.C., April 24, 1865. 

To the colored people of the District of Columbia and of Maryland, of 

Alexandria and the border counties of Virginia: 

Your President has been murdered! He has fallen by the assassin and 

without a moment’s warning, simply and solely because he was your friend 

and the friend of our country. Had he been unfaithful to you and to the 

great cause of human freedom he might have lived. The pistol from which 

he met his death, though held by Booth, was fired by the hands of treason 

and slavery. Think of this and remember how long and how anxiously this 

good man labored to break your chains and to make you happy. I now 

appeal to you, by every consideration which can move loyal and grateful 

hearts, to aid in discovering and arresting his murderer. Concealed by 

traitors, he is believed to be lurking somewhere within the limits of the 

District of Columbia, of the State of Maryland, or Virginia. Go forth, 

then, and watch, and listen, and inquire, and search, and pray, by day and 

night, until you shall have succeeded in dragging this monstrous and 

bloody criminal from his hiding place. You can do much; even the 

humblest and feeblest among you, by patience and unwearied vigilance, 

may render the most important assistance. 

Large rewards have been offered by the Government, and by municipal 

authorities, and they will be paid for the apprehension of this murderer, or 

for any information which will aid in his arrest. But I feel that you need no 

such stimulus as this. You will hunt down this cowardly assassin of your 

best friend, as you would the murderer of your own father. Do this, and 

God, whose servant has been slain, and the country which has given you 

freedom, will bless you for this noble act of duty. 

All information which may lead to the arrest of Booth, or Surratt, or 

Harold, should be communicated to these headquarters, or to General 
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Holt, Judge Advocate General, at Washington, or, if immediate action is 

required, then to the nearest military authorities. 

All officers and soldiers in this command, and all loyal people, are 

enjoined to increased vigilance. 

W. S. HANCOCK 

Major General U.S. Volunteers 

Commanding Middle Military Division 

Hancock had the text set in type, the crude layout evidence of the 

haste with which it was produced. Then he had his proclamation 

printed as one-page, letter-size handbills or broadsides, which were dis-

tributed by his men to the black people of Washington, D.C.; Maryland; 

and Virginia. Hancock’s instinct that Booth could not escape without 

encountering blacks was correct—the assassin had been seen by a num-

ber of them—and perhaps, Hancock reasoned, his call to action might 

inspire someone to hunt down Booth, or at least to inform on him. 

On the evening of April 24, before it got dark, Richard 

Garrett invited his guest inside for supper. Booth took pleasure in the 

old man’s genuine hospitality, so different from Dr. Stuart’s cold hand. 

No one at the Garrett table hurried him to wolf down his meal and get 

out of the house. Instead, Booth savored his leisurely supper and the 

friendly company and engaged the family in harmless small talk. John 

Garrett returned home after dark and found that Boyd was still at the 

table with his entire family—his father, Richard; and stepmother, Fan-

nie; his younger brothers, William and Richard; three sisters; and Miss 

Lucinda K. B. Holloway, Fannie’s unmarried sister and the children’s 

live-in tutor. After supper Booth hobbled outside, sat on the wood front 

steps, and removed a pipe from one of his coat pockets. Could John 
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Garrett spare some tobacco and a match? Booth wondered. In no time 

the assassin ignited a bowl of Virginia tobacco, cured in a local barn— 

perhaps the Garretts’ own, before they stopped drying the leaves 

there—and enjoyed his first smoke in days. Booth luxuriated in a bliss-

ful respite from the manhunt and found a temporary peace on the front 

porch of this quiet, remote Caroline County farmhouse, a satisfying 

meal settling in his belly, the sweet aroma of pipe tobacco pleasuring his 

senses. 

John Garrett suggested that they retire and invited Booth to share 

his room. Booth would sleep in a real bed tonight. Relying on his good, 

weight-bearing leg, he walked and half jumped up the stairs to the sec-

ond floor. Booth stripped off his frock coat and unbuttoned his vest, 

exposing to Garrett a leather belt supporting two revolvers and a Bowie 

knife. Booth draped his clothes over a chair and unbuckled his pistol 

belt, which he hung over the headboard of one of the two beds in the 

room. The Garrett farmhouse might be a peaceful sanctuary, but the 

assassin wanted his weapons close by and within a quick arm’s reach 

while he slept. Who knew what trouble the night might bring? 

Booth sat in a chair and asked Garrett to help him 

pull off his tall, knee-high, leather riding boot. Garrett took a good hold 

and yanked hard until the snugly fitting boot popped off. On his other 

foot Booth wore a government-issue leather army shoe, slit open at the 

top to make taking it on and off easier. When Booth slipped out of his 

trousers, Garrett got a close look at the bad leg and asked how it had 

happened. Given John Garrett’s four years of service, Booth knew he 

had to talk convincingly to fool a man who had seen real war wounds 

before. His story worked again: “He told me that he was wounded at the 

evacuation of Petersburg. He . . . kept up the impression all along that he 

had been a Confederate soldier, and he now said that he had belonged 

to A. P. Hill’s corps, and that he had been wounded by a shell fragment 
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at the evacuation of Petersburg. He said his wound was not very painful 

except when he touched it.” 

Garrett offered Booth one of the beds, and he and his brother Wil-

liam shared the other. Their guest was exhausted. Booth got into bed, 

turned over, and spoke just two words: “Good night.” John Garrett as-

sumed, correctly, that Mr. Boyd wanted to speak no more that night. 

The soft mattress and pillow lulled Booth to a quick slumber. It was his 

first night in a proper bed—not counting one night in the rude Lucas 

cabin—since April 15, nine days ago. It felt good to rise from the cold 

earth and sleep like a civilized man again. It was also the first night of 

the manhunt that Booth and Herold spent apart. 

At Belle Plaine the manhunters had divided their forces, too. Two 

columns, one of five men commanded by Everton Conger, and the 

other with the rest of the men, led by Edward Doherty, both probed 

south. The cavalrymen searched farmhouses and barns, questioned in-

habitants, and sometimes adopted various ruses to trick the locals. As 

the Sixteenth New York worked all night toward Port Conway, Booth’s 

hard-won head start from the manhunters began to shrink. It had taken 

Booth ten days to travel from downtown Washington to the Port Con-

way ferry. It would take the Sixteenth New York, alerted by telegraph 

and transported by steamboat, just one day to close the gap between 

Washington and Port Conway. The same superior technology that the 

Union had used to defeat the Confederacy was now employed against 

Booth. 

Booth’s mind surrendered to fatigue and roamed freely through the 

landscape of his dreams, where no man could follow him. He did not 

need his pistols during the night. He slept deeply and undisturbed and 

did not awaken until late in the morning on Tuesday, April 25. It was the 

eleventh sunrise since the assassination. John Garrett awoke early. Ob-

serving their guest still fast asleep, he dressed quietly and went down-

stairs. When William Garrett followed his brother down a few minutes 

later, Booth was still asleep. The actor was unaccustomed to farmers’ 
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hours. His body followed the nighttime rhythms of the city and theatre 

life, not the crack-of-dawn rigors of country living. William told his 

eleven-year-old brother Richard to watch over Booth until he awoke, 

then bring their guest his crutches and gun belt and wait on him while 

he dressed. William left the house to graze the cattle before returning 

for breakfast. 

When Booth failed to answer the breakfast call, John Garrett went 

upstairs to check on him. Booth, awakened by the summons echoing 

through the house, had just gotten up. Garrett told him that breakfast 

was ready, but Booth, still weary, begged off. Please tell the family not to 

hold the meal for him, he requested. That was fine, replied Garrett: “[I]t 

was entirely unnecessary as we were not in the habit of waiting meals 

for soldiers as they were privileged characters and might eat when they 

got ready.” John Garrett walked downstairs, ate, and rode over to Mr. 

Acres, a neighborhood shoemaker, to have a pair of boots repaired. 

Eventually Booth roused himself. Little Richard Garrett fetched his 

clothes and crutches and helped him dress. Booth sat in the chair, in-

serted his leg into the tall boot and, unable to use his bad leg for lever-

age, pulled extra hard with his arm and back muscles. Delicately, he 

slipped the foot of his broken leg into the low-cut shoe. He eyed his pis-

tol belt, still hanging on the headboard. He decided that he would not 

need his revolvers or Bowie knife this morning. He left the belt on the 

bed. He stood up, took the crutches, and, unarmed, proceeded down-

stairs, careful not to misstep and tumble down the stairs. Booth headed 

to the front porch, reached into a pocket for his pipe and a pinch of to-

bacco, and enjoyed a late-morning smoke. After he finished off the 

bowl, Booth stepped down to the front yard and inspected the property 

a little, venturing to the barn and back. On the front porch he reclined 

on a bench and promptly dozed off. His spent body and overtaxed brain 

craved the rejuvenating sleep. 

When Booth woke up, William Garrett joined him on the porch. 

William asked the same question that his brother posed last night: 

where had he been wounded? On cue, the actor trotted out the stock 
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story about Petersburg, the exploding artillery shell, the leg wound. 

Why did William ask? Hadn’t his brother already told him this morning 

what Booth had said the night before? Booth, perhaps suspicious that 

William was testing him for any discrepancies in his story, spun a con-

voluted tale to explain how he ended up at Locust Hill. 

It all started at Petersburg, began Booth, showing William his in-

jured leg for effect. After the evacuation of that city, he wanted to go to 

Annapolis, Maryland. He crossed the Potomac but then discovered that 

the federals were forcing all Confederate soldiers to swear a loyalty oath 

to the Union, and of course he would never agree to that. Booth claimed 

that until a few days ago, he had taken refuge in a small, unnamed Mary-

land town. Then he and his cousin, also named Boyd, went on a “spree,” 

hired two horses, and encountered some Union cavalry troops. Un-

wisely, they boasted to their former enemies how easily they had crossed 

the Potomac. This riled the cavalrymen, who informed on them and 

triggered a subsequent pursuit. Booth laid it on thick for Garrett now. 

When the cavalry caught up with them, they got into a “fracas” that led 

to “a little shooting touch” before they escaped by fleeing into a swamp, 

where they spent the night. The next evening, Booth explained, he and 

his cousin tied their horses in a pine thicket and walked down to the 

Potomac River, where they had to spend almost all of their money to 

buy a boat, to cross back over to Virginia. But it was a stormy eve, and 

they spent all night on the river without crossing, instead fi nding them-

selves opposite Mathias Point. Then, finally, reaching the point, they 

made their way to Port Royal, and the Garrett farm. 

It was a wild, deceitful tale, sprinkled cleverly with suffi cient truth-

ful details—Booth was chased by cavalry, he did travel with another 

man, he did cross a swamp, he did hide in the pines, he did buy a boat, 

and he did cross the Potomac—that it seemed believable, or at least co-

herent. Booth told this complex tale to establish in Garrett’s mind two 

vital ideas, one true, the other false: the truth that the Union cavalry was 

after him, and the lie about why. Booth wanted William Garrett to 

know, by his own admission, before William discovered it later on his 
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own, that the cavalry might be coming. And he wanted him to believe 

that it was for a trivial reason. That way, if horse soldiers did arrive in 

the neighborhood, asking questions about two men, William Garrett 

would not be surprised, and he would never suspect that his house-

guests were Lincoln’s assassins. William Garrett did not challenge the 

saga’s authenticity. Booth, satisfied that he had accomplished his pur-

pose, got up from the porch and, with the help of his crutches, went for 

another solitary walk, again in the direction of the barn. Then Booth 

returned to the house and sat down on the lawn with the young Garrett 

children. 

It was a beautiful day, remembered eleven-year-old 

Richard Baynham Garrett: “That day was bright and warm. It was an 

unusually early spring that year, and the grass in the yard was like velvet, 

while the great orchard in front of the house was white with apple blos-

soms.” Booth relaxed by entertaining his little audience. “All the fore-

noon,” recalled Richard Garrett, “our visitor lounged upon the grass 

under the apple trees and talked or played with the children . . . he had a 

pocket compass, which he took pains to explain to the children, and 

laughed at their puzzled faces when he made the needle move by hold-

ing the point of his pocket knife above it.” Booth took special delight in 

three-year-old Cora Lee Garrett. “He called her his little blue-eyed pet,” 

recalled her nine-year-old sister Lillian Florence Garrett, or Lillie. “At 

the last meal he took with us, she sat by his side in her high chair.”At the 

dinner table, Cora’s mother spoke sharply to the girl and, Lillie reported, 

the child “burst into tears. Booth at once began to soothe her, and said, 

“ ‘What, is that my little blue eyes crying?’” 

Early in the afternoon the Garretts and their guest took their seats at 

the dinner table. John, back from Acres the shoemaker, sat down next to 

his brother William, and opposite Booth. He had heard some exciting 

news while on his errand, John announced. A man told him that a re-

cent issue of a Richmond newspaper reported that the U.S. government 
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was offering a $140,000 reward for Abraham Lincoln’s assassin. The 

Garretts had heard rumors about the murder as early as April 22 or 23, 

but without confirmation until John heard the story about the reward a 

couple of hours ago. William boasted that if the reward was that big, the 

assassin “had better not come this way or he would be gobbled up.” 

Booth smiled wryly. How much was that reward, again? he asked. John 

restated the figure. “I would sooner suppose more like $500,000,” sug-

gested Booth, suppressing mild hurt at what he felt was too modest an 

amount. Surely the president’s assassin, the most wanted man in Amer-

ica, was worth more than $140,000? Had Booth known the true, much 

lower figure—a mere $50,000—he would have been truly insulted. 

The family began a lively discussion of the assassination. “While at 

dinner the tragic event was commented upon, as to the motive which 

prompted the deed and its effect upon the public welfare,” Lucinda Hol-

loway observed. Booth listened attentively, not speaking a word. Then 

one of Garrett’s daughters suggested that Lincoln’s assassin must have 

been a paid killer. 

Booth gazed at the girl, smiled, and broke his silence: “Do you think 

so, Miss? By whom do you suppose he was paid?” 

“Oh,” she replied witlessly, “I suppose by both the North and the 

South.” 

“It is my opinion,” Booth replied knowingly, “he wasn’t paid a cent.” 

Instead, he speculated, the assassin “did it for notoriety’s sake.” 

Booth improvised this little bit of theatre flawlessly. The Garretts 

did not know it, but the actor-assassin had just staged a spontaneous, 

unscripted performance at their dinner table. “I did not notice any un-

easiness about him,” admitted John Garrett. 

Ingeniously, while masquerading as another man, the assassin com-

mented on his own crime, and analyzed, for the pleasure of his private 

audience, and also for his personal amusement, the motives of Lincoln’s 

killer. 

After dinner Booth went outside and relaxed on the porch bench, by 

now his favorite place at the house. He was in no hurry to leave Locust 



2 9 4   �  M A N H U N T  

Hill. He needed rest. Considering his ordeal over the last eleven days, he 

would happily spend a month with the Garretts recuperating from his 

injury and regaining his strength. Plenty of sleep, good cooking, some 

pipe tobacco, clean clothes, and leisurely rests in the fields would revive 

his body and spirit. And perhaps an occasional shot of whiskey or 

brandy, his favorites. Reluctant to break the spell of this idyll, Booth 

said nothing to the Garretts all morning or at the afternoon dinner table 

about leaving Locust Hill. 

But it was time. Booth asked John Garrett if he had a map of Vir-

ginia. Booth owned one, but his copy of “Perrine’s New Topographical 

War Map of the Southern States,” a handy field guide that folded into a 

pocket-size booklet protected by yellow, paper board covers, was back 

in Washington, in the hands of U.S. detectives who had discovered it in 

George Atzerodt’s room at the Kirkwood House. Garrett told Booth 

that he owned no map of the state. Then what about that big map of 

several Southern states hanging on a wall in the house, suggested Booth. 

Would John be kind enough to take it down so that Booth could study 

it? Garrett went inside, unpinned the school map, and spread it on a 

table. 

Booth’s eyes ranged over the map and he asked Garrett for a piece of 

paper. John obliged, asking why Booth wanted the map. He explained 

that he was plotting the route from Locust Hill to Orange Court House. 

There he hoped to obtain a horse from one of the many Marylanders 

who he heard frequented the area. Then Booth told John, just as he had 

told William Garrett that morning, that he refused to return to Mary-

land because he would never sign an oath of allegiance to the Union. 

From Orange Court House, Booth planned to ride for Confederate 

General Joe Johnston’s army, still in the field and, unlike Lee’s surren-

dered Army of Northern Virginia, still a viable fi ghting force. And from 

there he would cross the border into his ultimate destination, Mexico. 

Booth declared that it was better to leave the country than swear loyalty 

to the Union. Garrett left the room and Booth remained hunched over 

the table, staring at the map, writing notes on the routes to distant places 
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he hoped to reach. Alone, Booth tore a piece out of the map and stuffed 

Virginia in his pocket. 

This was no time for a geography lesson. Booth should have de-

parted Locust Hill at first light, and certainly no later than several hours 

ago, when he awoke in late morning. He was still too far north, and 

Garrett’s farm sat within striking distance of Union troops. In truth, as 

the afternoon lengthened, Booth shouldn’t be there at all. The man-

hunters could appear at any moment without warning. He should leave 

at once; he dare not remain there any longer than one more night. Fin-

ished with the map, Booth came out onto the porch and sat on the 

bench. John Garrett saw him remove from his pocket “a small memo-

randum book” and begin writing. From his position, sitting below 

Booth on the front steps, John could not see what he wrote. 

Distracted by noise from the road, Garrett looked up and saw a few 

riders moving past their front gate. “There goes some of your party 

now,” John said, guessing the riders were the same men who had 

dropped Booth at Locust Hill yesterday afternoon. Booth looked up 

from his book. He asked John to go into the house, walk up to the bed-

room, and get his pistol belt. Confused, Garrett asked why Booth 

wanted his revolvers. “You go and get my pistols!” the assassin com-

manded without explanation. Garrett obeyed, but when he got to the 

bedroom and looked out the window, the men were gone. They had 

ridden past the gate, in the direction of Port Royal, without turning into 

the farm. He left the gun belt hanging on the headboard, returned to 

the front porch without the pistols, and told Booth that the men were 

gone. The assassin and Garrett took their seats. 

Five minutes later John Garrett noticed a stranger, on foot, walking 

from the gate toward the house. Booth rose from the bench and shouted 

for eleven-year-old Richard Garrett to run upstairs and bring down his 

pistols right away. In a flash, the child was back on the porch carrying 

the heavy gun belt. Quickly, Booth swung the belt under his coat and 

wrapped it around his waist, cinching the buckle tight. Then he stepped 

off the porch and began walking toward the approaching stranger. John 
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and little Richard Garrett watched transfixed, expecting a gun battle to 

break out in their yard at any moment. Booth and the stranger, who had 

a carbine slung around his shoulder, met midway between the road’s 

inner gate and the farmhouse. Booth did not draw his pistols and the 

stranger did not level his long arm. It was David Herold, who was back 

from his overnight stay a few miles southeast of Bowling Green at the 

home of Joseph Clarke, a friend of Bainbridge. After waiting for Davey 

all day, Booth had begun to wonder if he was coming back. 

Booth and Herold stood in place about fi fty yards from the house 

and talked for several minutes. “What do you intend to do?” asked 

Davey. 

“Well, I intend to stay here all night,” Booth announced. 

Herold did not like the sound of that plan. Lingering in one place 

too long increased their risk of capture. And he was losing heart for life 

on the run: “I would like to go home. I am sick and tired of this way of 

living.” 

Then, together, they walked to the house. Booth introduced Davey 

as his cousin, David E. Boyd. Booth asked John Garrett if cousin Boyd 

could spend the night, too. Naturally, after the regal treatment the Gar-

retts had accorded Booth, the assassin assumed that Garrett would offer 

his cousin similar hospitality. 

John’s reply shocked him: “I told him that father was the proprietor 

of the house and that I could not take him in.” John adopted a sudden, 

brusque manner and cold tone of voice to convey an additional mes-

sage, “intending by what I said to let him see that I did not want to take 

him.” 

Booth’s panic at the sight of the riders and of the stranger walking 

up the road had made Garrett suspicious. To discourage the Boyds, 

John added that his father was away and he had no idea when he would 

return to approve or veto Booth’s request. Unperturbed, Herold offered 

to sit on the porch steps and wait as long as it took for old man Garrett 

to come home. After eleven days of hiding out, he was used to waiting. 
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And after eleven days of searching, some of the man-

hunters were getting frustrated. Captain William Cross Hazelton of the 

Eighth Illinois Cavalry, one of the units pursuing Booth in Maryland, 

wrote a letter to his mother that typified the exasperation felt by many 

of the soldiers and detectives in the fi eld: 

I have been endeavoring to get an opportunity to write you 

but have been so constantly on the move for the last two weeks 

that I’ve had no chance to write. 

We were first ordered to Washington to form part of the 

military escort at President Lincoln’s funeral, immediately 

after which we were sent here into Maryland in pursuit of 

Booth and some of his accomplices who were known to have 

come here. We traced Booth to the house of a Dr. Mudd where 

he went to have his leg set, a bone which had been broken by a 

fall off his horse. At this Doctor’s he arrived on the morning 

after the murder. He had with him a man by the name of 

Harrold, one of his accomplices and a desperado well known 

in these parts. Here he remained until 2:00 o’clock in the 

afternoon of the same day. From here we were unable to trace 

him farther for some days. In vain we scoured the country in 

all directions. I was out with my Company night and day. 

With us were some of the most expert detectives of the United 

States, but all our efforts to trace him further failed until at 

length a free negro came in and reported that he acted as a 

guide for them to the house of a Captain Cox some fi fteen 

miles from here. At that time I happened to be the only offi cer 

off duty, and at 12:00 o’clock at night started with thirty men, 

two detectives and this same negro guide for the home of 

Captain Cox. 
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We reached there just at daylight, saw Captain Cox (a 

notorious “secesh!”) but he denied all knowledge of the parties. 

We obtained evidence, however, that Booth and Harrold 

remained at his house some four hours in private conversation 

with him. They then mounted their horse, Booth being lifted 

on the horse by the negro guide whom they dismissed, and 

again we lost all trace of them. Cox we arrested and he is now 

in the Old Capitol prison. 

The great difficulty is the people here are all traitors, and 

we can get no information from them. A report reached us 

the day before yesterday that they had been seen not far from 

where I am now writing. They came to the edge of a woods and 

called for this colored woman (our informant) to bring them 

some food. She describes the men and said one of them had 

crutches. We immediately surrounded and one hundred of our 

men searched it through and through, but found nothing. The 

country here is heavily wooded, making it next to impossible to 

find one who makes any effort to escape. I hope, however, we 

will yet find him if he is not across the Potomac. 

Captain Hazelton’s hope was in vain. Booth had crossed the Po-

tomac days ago, leaving behind him and the hundreds of other troops, 

detectives, and policemen who still, clueless, hunted for him in Mary-

land. Unbeknownst to them the theatre of action had shifted across the 

river, to Virginia. 

The Sixteenth New York Cavalry rode into Port Con-

way, Virginia, on Tuesday, April 25, between 3:00 and 4:00 p.m. William 

Rollins, sitting on his front steps, watched their arrival. Luther Baker 

spotted him and walked over to his house. Had Rollins seen any strang-

ers cross the river at this spot in the last couple days? Baker asked. The 

detective was not interested in any parties crossing from Port Royal to 
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Port Conway, just those that crossed over from the Port Conway side. 

Of course he had, said Rollins: “There were a good many people cross-

ing there.” How about a man with a broken leg? Baker continued. 

Yes, he crossed yesterday around noon, the fisherman revealed. The 

report jolted Baker. It must be Booth. Finally, eleven days after the as-

sassination, and more than a week after Booth seemed to fall off the face 

of the earth for several days during his pine-thicket encampment, the 

manhunters picked up a fresh scent of their prey. If it was Booth, then 

Lincoln’s assassin was only a little more than a day’s ride ahead of 

them. 

Rollins offered additional details: “[T]wo men came . . . in a wagon 

the day before . . . and . . . crossed the river . . . I had some conversation 

with them.” Only yesterday, Booth and Herold had stood on this spot, 

in front of these same steps, conversing with Rollins just as Baker spoke 

to him now. The detective devoured every morsel of intelligence that 

Rollins could recall. These men wanted to go to Bowling Green, said 

Rollins, and they offered to pay him to take them there in his wagon. 

But, impatiently, they refused to wait for him to set his fi shing nets. In-

stead, the lame man and his young companion made other plans as 

soon as they fell in with three Confederate soldiers, each mounted on 

horseback. They all crossed over the Rappahannock together on Thorn-

ton’s ferry. 

Baker was intrigued by these Confederate soldiers. Earlier intelli-

gence—reports from Surratt’s tavern and Dr. Mudd’s farm—indicated 

that Booth and Herold were traveling alone. This was the first time any-

one heard that they had linked up with rebel troops. If Rollins was tell-

ing the truth, it might mean that the assassins had come under the 

protection of the Confederate army and were being escorted south on 

horseback. That would make it tougher to catch them now. Rebels with 

knowledge of the country could move fast and would be able to outrace 

the Sixteenth New York. Furthermore, the three soldiers at the ferry 

could be part of a larger Confederate force, superior in numbers to the 

Union patrol. The deeper Baker, Conger, and Doherty probed into rebel 
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territory with their small, lightly armed unit, the greater their risk of 

being ambushed by Confederate forces, guerrillas, or bushwhackers. 

Luther Baker decided to worry about those things later. Yesterday, 

John Wilkes Booth was in Port Conway. Today Baker had no choice but 

to pick up the chase from that spot. Baker reached into his pocket and 

withdrew three small, sepia-toned, carte-de-visite paper photographs, 

fresh from the photography lab at the U.S. Army Medical Museum. He 

showed the first carte to Rollins: is this one of the strangers who crossed 

the river yesterday? The image was of a tall, lean man without facial 

hair. No, replied the helpful fisherman. He had never seen that man. 

Rollins, without realizing it, had just given Baker a valuable piece of in-

telligence. John Surratt, Confederate operative, son of Mary Surratt, 

and wanted man, was not traveling with Booth. 

Baker held out the second photograph, a full-length image of a 

younger man—he looked like a teenager—posing with his hand resting 

on a tabletop. What about this man? Yes, Rollins responded, that is the 

man who arrived in Port Conway on the wagon with the lame man. 

They were together and he did most of the talking for the fellow with 

the broken leg. Rollins had just identified David Herold. Baker’s excite-

ment grew as he handed Rollins the final photograph—a bust portrait 

of a handsome, black-haired man with a black moustache, clothed in a 

black frock coat. The details in this photo were sharper than in the other 

two and appeared to be more professional. 

Baker didn’t say a word while William Rollins studied the photo-

graph. Baker read the hesitation on Rollins’s face and grew concerned. 

Rollins looked puzzled. “I was not sure whether he had a moustache,” 

the fisherman admitted. Baker relaxed. Rollins had now confi rmed 

what the manhunters suspected—that Dr. Mudd had told the truth 

about the razor and the shave. And, indeed, the latest edition of 

the April 20 reward broadside was correct when it proclaimed: 

“Booth . . . wears a heavy black moustache . . . which there is some reason 

to believe has been shaved off.” 
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Rollins added another qualification: “And when I saw him his cap 

was pulled down over his forehead.” At that Baker was unsure if Rollins 

had seen the lame man’s face or not.“But,” continued Rollins,“I thought 

there was a likeness across the eyes.” Booth’s piercing eyes were hard to 

forget. Yes, said Rollins, this is “the likeness of the other man with the 

broken leg.” Baker rejoiced. Rollins had identifi ed John Wilkes Booth. 

They were on the right track. Although the assassin enjoyed a full day’s 

head start over the manhunters, he would have to stop somewhere to 

rest. Baker believed that hard riding by the Sixteenth New York could 

close the gap. 

In addition to providing positive identifications of Booth and Her-

old, and confirming that they had crossed to Port Royal, Rollins had 

more information that made him an invaluable resource to the man-

hunters. He could also identify one of the three Confederate soldiers 

who had escorted the men across the river. His name was Willie Jett, 

and Rollins had a pretty good idea of where that rebel was headed. He 

lived in Westmoreland County, and Rollins guessed that after landing 

in Port Royal, he rode straight for Bowling Green: “[He] was in the habit 

of staying there a good deal of his time.” The strangers had asked Rol-

lins to take them to Bowling Green; wasn’t it plausible that they re-

quested the same of Jett, and that the rebel escorted them there? They 

might still be in Bowling Green: the lame man’s companion told Rollins 

that they needed to rest for a couple days. 

Mrs. Rollins had even more to tell before they shoved off. In addi-

tion to Jett, she named the other two Confederate soldiers—Bainbridge 

and Ruggles—who had crossed with Booth and Herold. Then she of-

fered up a true gold nugget of gossip: Jett, according to local rumor, 

“was courting a young lady by the name of Gouldman, whose father 

kept a hotel at Bowling Green.” She was Izora Gouldman, the innkeep-

er’s sixteen-year-old daughter. Jett and Ruggles stayed there on the 

twenty-fourth. Bainbridge had a friend, Joseph Clarke, whose widowed 

mother, Virginia Clarke, owned a thousand-acre farm southwest of 
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Bowling Green. Herold and Bainbridge spent the night there, then re-

trieved Ruggles from Star Hotel, stopped at Trappe, then dropped Davey 

at the Garretts’ farm. 

The Sixteenth New York’s mission was obvious: boots and saddles at 

once, and immediate pursuit. But first, before they could gallop to 

Bowling Green—or anywhere else—they had to float across the Rap-

pahannock on the slow ferry. The crossing would consume valuable 

time, but they had no choice. The ferry could not hold more than nine 

men and nine horses per trip. It would take three crossings—requiring 

six one-way trips by the ferryboat—and almost two hours, to transport 

the entire command to Port Royal. Baker ordered a black man to go out 

on the dock and hail the ferry to come over right away from the Port 

Royal side. In the meantime, Lieutenant Doherty, followed shortly by 

Detective Conger, came over and spoke to Rollins. While they waited 

for the ferryboat, Conger had time to take down a statement in writing 

from Rollins. 

Luther Baker, pleased with Rollins’s cooperation and the quality of 

information he provided, decided to press him into temporary service. 

The fisherman should accompany the cavalry across the river and lead 

the pursuit of Booth to Bowling Green. Will he, Baker asked, “Go of 

[his] own accord or under arrest?” Rollins considered his options. He 

did not object to joining the troops, but he and his wife, Betsy, worried 

what their neighbors might think. Cooperating with the Yankees might 

not go over well with the locals, and the family might suffer repercus-

sions later. Rollins asked Baker to go through the ritual of placing him 

under mock arrest to avoid the appearance of impropriety. The detec-

tive agreed to the charade if it meant securing Rollins’s assistance. 

Rollins got his horse and led the animal onto the ferry. On the other 

side a corporal whom Baker let in on the ruse took charge of Rollins 

and paraded him through Port Royal like a prisoner. By 4:30 p.m. on 

April 25, the entire patrol was across. With his reputation as a good 

Southerner secure, Rollins guided the Union cavalry toward Bowling 

Green. En route, about three miles out from Port Royal, they encoun-
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tered a black man riding toward them from the direction of Bowling 

Green. 

Not wanting to stop the cavalry’s progress to the Star Hotel, Doherty 

spurred forward to intercept the rider: “Not wishing to lose time, I rode 

ahead of the column and directed the negro to turn back and ride be-

side myself.” Brief questioning suggested that Jett was still in Bowling 

Green. Farther down the road, the patrol stopped at a halfway house 

between Port Royal and Bowling Green, the notorious den called “The 

Trappe.” Rollins stayed outside while Conger and Baker went inside for 

between half an hour and forty-five minutes to question the occu-

pants. 

Never was a Civil War roadside tavern more aptly named. Widow 

Martha Carter and her four or five unmarried daughters kept what Lu-

ther Baker described discreetly as “a house of entertainment.” The cav-

alry found no men at the log house, but, noticed Baker, “when we were 

searching the premises the ladies seemed very much excited.” The 

women disclosed that four men had passed through on April 24, but 

only three of them passed back on the twenty-fifth. It did not sound to 

Baker like Booth was among them: “From their description, we could 

not ascertain that the lame man was along.” 

It was 4:00 p.m. on Tuesday, April 25. The sun would 

set in a few hours, and John Garrett could tell that the Boyd cousins 

were not planning to go anywhere that night. Ten minutes later, as Gar-

rett fretted about what to do with his now unwanted guests, an even 

more disturbing incident occurred. Two horsemen, riding rapidly from 

the direction of Port Royal, burst through the Garretts’ outer gate and 

galloped toward the house at top speed. Booth and Herold left the porch 

to meet them. Garrett recognized Ruggles, one of the two Confederates 

he’d spied from his bedroom window yesterday afternoon when they 

delivered Booth into his father’s care. Bainbridge was at his side. 

Like Paul Revere, Ruggles and Bainbridge carried electrifying 
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news—the cavalry was coming! “Marylanders you had better watch 

out,” one of them shouted. “There are forty Yankee cavalry coming up 

the hill!” Even as they spoke, the patrol was crossing the Rappahannock 

River on the ferry between Port Conway and Port Royal. The Confeder-

ates had seen them with their own eyes from a hillcrest overlooking the 

ferry landing. And the soldiers had spotted them on the crest, watching 

their movements from across the river. Soon the whole troop would be 

across the river and riding southwest, following the identical route that 

Ruggles and Bainbridge had just raced down. Without even reining 

their animals to a complete halt, the riders warned Booth and Herold to 

hide themselves. Then they turned their horses around and galloped to 

the southwest, away from Port Royal and toward Bowling Green. 

Booth and Herold looked at each other and, with -

out exchanging a word, made for the woods behind Garrett’s barn. They 

waited for a time, but no cavalry came. Was it a false alarm? After a while 

Herold emerged from the forest and walked back to the farmhouse, 

where John Garrett stood in the front yard. Amiably, seemingly unwor-

ried, Herold asked Garrett what he thought about the news of Union 

cavalry at Port Royal. Was it credible? Garrett did not think so; he could 

not imagine how the cavalry would have gotten to Port Conway. As they 

spoke Garrett spotted a “black boy” named Jim coming down the road 

from Port Royal. Jim had belonged to J. H. Pendleton, and Garrett knew 

him. Leaving Herold in the yard, Garrett hailed Jim and questioned him 

about cavalry crossing on the ferry. It was true all right, confi rmed Jim. 

The Union troops were already over the river and in Port Royal when he 

left there. 

Garrett reported the news to Herold, who acted unconcerned. If the 

pistol incident worried Garrett, Booth’s flight into the woods with 

Davey frightened him even more. Garrett complained vociferously: “I 

told him . . . that since he had come here my suspicions were aroused 

that all was not right with him and [Booth], and I would be very glad if 
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they would leave our house for we are peaceable citizens and did not 

want to get into any diffi culty.” 

Herold laughed off John Garrett’s concern: “There is no danger. 

Don’t make yourself alarmed about it; we will not get you into any trou-

ble.” Davey asked for something to eat but Garrett refused him: “I told 

him we had nothing cooked and that he could not get anything to 

eat . . . until supper unless he promised that he would leave.” 

While Garrett and Herold stood in the front yard bickering, a thun-

derous sound coming from the direction of Port Royal shook the earth 

and caught them off guard. “There goes the cavalry now!” Garrett ex-

claimed. Incredibly, the soldiers, racing for Bowling Green, rode right 

past Locust Hill and the front gate that led to the Garrett farmhouse. 

Oblivious to their surroundings, the soldiers—either failing to notice 

or taking no interest in the two men standing in the front yard—gal-

loped on by. Even their local guide, William Rollins, did not spot David 

Herold, owner of that beautiful blanket. “Well, that is all,” Davey ob-

served nonchalantly. 

John Garrett, certain that Davey knew the patrol’s purpose, asked 

him again to leave Locust Hill. 

The cavalry out of sight, obscured by a trailing dust cloud, Herold 

turned to Garrett and asked if he knew where he could buy a horse. 

John said not likely: “Both armies had stripped the country pretty well 

of horses.” If horses can’t be bought at any price, then what about hiring 

a team and a wagon, Davey proposed. John told him about a colored 

man named Freeman who lived nearby and sometimes hired out a con-

veyance. And what did Garrett estimate it might cost to engage trans-

port to Orange Court House? Freeman, John confided, had a weakness 

for specie—coin money—and he might drive as far as Guineau’s Sta-

tion for $6. Herold possessed no coins, but dug his hand into a pocket 

and pulled out a piece of paper currency: “Here’s a Secretary Chase 

note; I’ll give this to get there.” Would that be enough? The former 

druggist’s clerk picked up a twig, sat on the ground, and drew the math-

ematics of the value conversion in the dirt, calculating that the $10 note 
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was worth $7.30 in coin, more than enough to pay the price of a wagon 

ride. 

Herold handed Garrett the cash and asked him to 

arrange the ride. Leaving Davey on the front porch, Garrett rushed to 

Freeman’s place as fast as he could. If he could find him at home, and 

induce him with the $10 note to transport the Boyds, the Garretts could 

be free of the suspicious strangers within the hour, well before sun-

down. When Garrett returned home, Herold and Booth were waiting 

for him in the yard. “What luck?” Herold asked. Garrett told them that 

Freeman was not home, but he would nonetheless find a way to send 

them on their way, even if he had to take them himself. Garrett said he 

knew Booth could not walk, and he didn’t expect them to leave Locust 

Hill on foot. 

But John Garrett did not tell the Boyd cousins what else he had 

learned from Freeman’s wife. After confirming to John that the horse-

men were Union cavalry, she revealed what they were after: “They asked 

[me] if there were any white men there.” Mrs. Freeman was sure that the 

soldiers were hunting for someone. She confirmed Garrett’s every sus-

picion about the strangers. Yes, he must make them leave now, this very 

afternoon, as soon as he returned home from the Freeman place. He 

would give them the ride himself. When would they like to go? asked 

Garrett, implying that he was prepared to get under way at once. He 

didn’t get the answer he wanted. Unhurried, Booth and Herold said 

they did not want to leave until tomorrow morning. They would go on 

the morning of April 26. But it was suppertime now, and the “Boyds” 

were hungry. 

This night’s table did not sustain yesterday’s convivial banter. Al-

though Richard Garrett was back at his farm, his son John spoke for the 

family now. In the presence of their guests, they talked no more of the 

Lincoln assassination. After supper Booth brought up his departure 

and asked John Garrett how he planned to send them to Orange Court 
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House. There were only two options: wagon team or horseback. Garrett 

spoke vaguely, claiming that he had not decided yet, but said it would 

probably be the latter. 

Booth responded enthusiastically: “Well that’s the very thing, send 

us horseback.” 

The assassin’s eagerness exacerbated John’s suspicions about them: 

“I thought at once they wanted to go on horseback, so as to make way 

with the horses.”And why was Booth always hobbling around the place, 

especially near the barn? Was he staking out the stable for some horse 

stealing? Garrett could imagine how the scene might unfold the next 

morning: alone on an isolated road, outnumbered two to one by the 

heavily armed Boyd cousins, they would steal the horses—maybe even 

kill him—and he would be powerless to stop them. “Never mind,” Gar-

rett reassured his guests, before morning’s light he would decide what 

to do with them. 

Booth and Herold excused themselves from the table and adjourned 

to their favorite spot, the bench on the front porch, where they sat side 

by side for a long time. John Garrett joined them. Then Davey started 

behaving oddly. Always chatty, he started to babble a fantastic tale to 

Garrett: “Herold [was] running on and on and talking a great deal of 

nonsense so that I thought he was the worse for liquor.” Davey boasted 

that he, too, like his cousin James Boyd and the Garrett boys, had served 

in the Confederate army. Recklessly, Davey claimed affiliation with the 

Thirtieth Virginia Infantry regiment. He even specified his small unit, 

Company “C,” and named his commander, Captain Robinson. All lies. 

Garrett confronted Davey and revealed his personal knowledge of that 

regiment; he said he knew that “Captain Robinson” did not exist. 

Booth’s voluble companion backed down and qualified his tale: “To tell 

you the truth I was there only one week. I was then on picket and the 

fi rst night I was wounded.” Eagerly, Herold rolled up a sleeve again to 

show off not one of his juvenile tattoos, but a scar that he claimed had 

resulted from a battle wound. Davey’s foolish monologue convinced 

John Garrett even more that he shouldn’t trust them. 
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It was dark now. Booth and Herold remained on the bench, watch-

ing the evening sky’s last clouds and colors fade to black. The fragrant 

scent of the spring night fi lled their nostrils until the sweetly burning 

smoke rising from Booth’s pipe flavored the air. It was more pleasurable 

to experience nature’s beauty from the comfort of a front porch than 

from the cold ground of their pine thicket, Indiantown, and Gambo 

Creek encampments. Those painful days were behind them now. They 

could tell that the Garrett family had turned against them, just like Dr. 

Stuart, but that did not matter now. The Locust Hill oasis had sustained 

and revived Booth. Tomorrow morning, Wednesday, April 26, he would 

continue his journey south toward his final destination, yet unknown. 

It would be the twelfth day. 

In the meantime, Booth and Herold needed to rest 

for the morning’s work. Booth signaled his man that it was time to re-

tire, and they proposed to John Garrett that they turn in. Davey helped 

his master stand up, the actor tucked his crutches under his arms, and 

they walked to the front door. They planned to share Booth’s bed, just as 

John and William Garrett shared a bed to accommodate Booth. Two in 

a soft bed in close quarters was better than two on the unyielding 

ground in a pine forest with room enough to spare. John Garrett stood 

between them and the door and barked a stunning question: 

“I asked them where they thought of sleeping.” 

Why, “in the house,” of course, Booth replied. 

“No, gentleman, you can’t sleep in my house.” 

Booth was incredulous. Was John Garrett denying him the bed that, 

only a night before, was his? Booth sensed the weight hanging from his 

hips. He was still wearing the pistol belt. He had never unbuckled it 

since the cavalry rode past that afternoon. And Davey’s carbine was 

close by. With his revolvers and knife within easy reach, Booth consid-

ered Garrett’s poor manners. Doctor Stuart’s crime was bad enough— 

he refused shelter to a wounded, desperate man. But John Garrett’s 
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offense was worse—his father had kindly offered Booth shelter one day, 

and John cruelly robbed it from him the next. The prospect of another 

night sleeping on the ground was hateful to Booth. He could always 

threaten the Garretts, just like when he had menaced the cowering Wil-

liam Lucas. His weapons would certainly get him back upstairs, onto 

that restful mattress and soft pillow. 

John Garrett still did not know the true identity of the man he was 

throwing out of his house. He was pretty sure that the Boyd cousins were 

in some kind of trouble, but he failed to imagine its magnitude, and that 

Lincoln’s killer was a guest at his family’s dinner table. This was the man 

who put a bullet in the brain of the president of the United States, who 

ordered the murders of the vice president and secretary of state, and 

who threatened to cut the throat of a harmless, black freeman who dared 

refuse Booth the accommodations of his humble cabin. John Wilkes 

Booth fancied himself a paternalistic, courtly man, and in truth he often 

was. But when pressed he could also become a ruthless, vicious one. 

What, then, was Booth to do with the young, rude Mr. John Garrett? 

David Herold intervened: “We’ll sleep under the house then.” Davey 

hoped to defuse the situation, but the obstinate Garrett would not 

budge an inch. 

Impossible, he retorted. The dogs sleep under there and would bite 

them, perhaps even attacking them in their sleep. 

Gamely, Herold tried again: “Well, what’s in the barn then?” 

Hay and fodder, John Garrett replied. 

“We’ll sleep in the barn then,” Herold announced in a voice indicat-

ing that the matter was closed. Garrett relented. He could not eject them 

from Locust Hill by force. There were children in the house. The Boyds 

were better armed, and any violence might endanger not just him, but 

the whole family. 

Booth and Herold headed toward their new quarters, a modest-

sized tobacco barn, forty-eight by fifty feet, with a pitched roof that 

stood one hundred fi fty to two hundred feet from the main house. In 

addition to the hay and fodder that Garrett mentioned, the fugitives 
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discovered several pieces of furniture. Neighbors from colonial Port 

Royal who wanted to protect their Early American furniture from van-

dalism or theft by Yankee raiders had stored some valuable pieces in the 

barn. The Garretts did not offer Booth and Herold mattresses, blankets, 

lanterns, candles, or other comforts. Booth wrapped himself in his 

shawl and plain wool blanket, while Herold unrolled his big, fancy blan-

ket, “smooth on one side and with a heavy shag on the other, about the 

color of a buffalo robe.” It was an impressive piece of craftsmanship 

that had attracted not only William Rollins at Port Conway but also 

John Garrett. By 9:00 p.m. Booth and Herold had lain down on the plank 

floor and settled in for the night. Unbeknownst to them, the Garretts, 

already guilty of inhospitality, were at that moment conspiring to com-

mit a worse crime, treachery. Lincoln’s assassin had just walked into a 

trap. 

John and William Garrett swung the barn door shut behind the fu-

gitives. Neither Booth nor Herold paid heed to the black, iron lock. Per-

haps, blinded by the dark, they failed to see the sturdy piece of hardware 

as they passed through the doorway. As soon as the door closed, John 

Garrett whispered to his brother, “We had better lock those men up.” 

John was sure that the Boyds were scheming to steal their horses in the 

middle of the night. What better way to foil the theft than by imprison-

ing the strangers in the tobacco shed until tomorrow morning? John 

crept around the perimeter of the building until he found a crevice be-

tween the boards, close to the ground. Dropping to his belly, he pressed 

his ear to the crevice and eavesdropped on Booth and Herold. John 

wanted to “see if I could find out anything about them. I thought that 

maybe they would be talking together and I might learn what their in-

tentions were.” But the strangers frustrated Garrett’s primitive effort at 

intelligence gathering: “They were talking to each other in a low tone 

[and] I could not distinguish a word they said.” 

While his brother John eavesdropped, William Garrett tiptoed to 

the front door and, as quietly as he could, inserted the key into the lock. 

To avoid alerting the barn’s occupants he turned the key slowly, so the 
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locking mechanism would softly grind, and not loudly snap, into place. 

It worked. Booth and Herold did not hear the sliding bolt; they did not 

know that they were prisoners. The brothers returned to the house in 

time for nightly family worship conducted by their father. After evening 

prayers they retired to their room, each with a bed to himself again, 

now that they had thrown Booth out of the house. Still, John Garrett 

remained uneasy. What if the Boyds broke out of the barn? Then they 

would, in their anger, steal the horses for sure. John suggested to Wil-

liam that they spend the night outside and keep the barn under surveil-

lance. Both Garretts grabbed the blankets from their beds, William 

seized his pistol, and they hustled outside. They chose one of the two 

corn houses as their guard post: “We unlocked the corn house between 

the barn, or tobacco house, and the stables and spread out the blankets 

and lay down there.” There they watched and waited, observing the barn 

and listening keenly for suspicious sounds in the night. 

The cavalry patrol approached Bowling Green at 

around 11:00 p.m., April 25. About half a mile out, Doherty ordered ten 

of his men to dismount, and, by stealth, to follow Detective Baker into 

the town. Doherty, Conger, and Rollins rode quietly with the main body 

into the town and, by midnight, found the Star Hotel. They immedi-

ately commanded their men to surround the hotel and allow no one to 

leave. But their mission was thwarted, albeit temporarily, by an embar-

rassing incident. Lincoln’s assassin might be sleeping inside, but, comi-

cally, they could not get in. “We knocked about fifteen minutes at each 

door without receiving any reply,” according to Doherty. When no one 

answered the front door, they tried the side door, but no one answered 

there, either. Eventually they saw a black man walking down the street, 

and they dragooned him for assistance. He took Conger and Doherty 

around to the back and showed them the entrance to the “Negro house” 

at the rear of the Star. Baker was already lurking at the front door. They 

crept into the building and almost immediately encountered another 



3 1 2  �  M A N H U N T  

black man. Where is Willie Jett? Doherty asked. In bed, the servant re-

plied. Conger demanded to know where the room was. 

Mrs. Julia Gouldman, now awake, opened the door between the ho-

tel and the Negro house. Doherty and Conger pushed through without 

an introduction and asked her a single question: where was her son, 

Jesse? She led them upstairs to a second-floor bedroom. Prepared for 

anything, the officer and detectives rushed in and discovered Jesse 

Gouldman and Willie Jett sharing a mattress. Already awakened by the 

commotion, Jett tried to get out of bed. “Is your name Jett?” Conger 

demanded. “Yes, sir,” came the meek reply. “Get up: I want you!” the 

detective thundered. Jett stood up and yanked on his pants. Then they 

seized him, hustled him downstairs roughly, and confined him in the 

parlor. The trio did everything possible to frighten Jett: “We . . . informed 

him of our business,” said Doherty, “telling him if he did not forthwith 

inform us where the men were, he should suffer.” 

Conger reclined in a chair and studied their captive: “Where are the 

two men who came with you across the river at Port Royal?” 

Jett, eyeing Baker and Doherty nervously, approached Conger and 

whispered a plea: “Can I see you alone?” “Yes, sir: you can,” Conger re-

plied magnanimously. Conger asked his counterparts to leave the par-

lor. The moment they departed, Jett extended his hand to the detective 

in supplication and betrayed John Wilkes Booth: “I know who you 

want; and I will tell you where they can be found.” 

“That’s what I want to know,” Conger encouraged him. 

All that this Confederate Judas begged in return was privacy: Willie 

wanted no audience to witness his shame. 

“They are on the road to Port Royal,” Jett confi ded, “about three 

miles this side of that.” 

But where, exactly, queried Conger: “At whose house are they?” 

“Mr. Garrett’s,” Jett said, adding, “I will go there with you, and show 

where they are now; and you can get them.” Willie Jett proved not only a 

Judas, but an enthusiastic one: “I told them everything from beginning 

to end. I said I would pilot them to the house where Booth was.” 
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Conger realized that Jett would be an invaluable guide. Without him 

it might be difficult, if not impossible, to locate the Garrett farmhouse 

in the middle of the night. 

“Have you a horse?” Conger asked. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Get it, and get ready to go!” 

Conger sped Jett upstairs under guard to finish dressing. Quickly he 

put on his shirt and coat and pulled on his boots. By the time he re-

turned to the parlor, the detectives had already sent a black servant to 

get his horse. 

“You say they are on the road to Port Royal?” Conger asked. 

“Yes, sir,” Jett verifi ed. 

Conger could not believe it: “I have just come from there.” 

That news surprised the young Confederate: “I thought you came 

from Richmond: If you have come that way, you have come right past 

them. I cannot tell you whether they are there now or not.” 

Perhaps, when the cavalry thundered past Garrett’s farm several 

hours ago on its way to Bowling Green, it had spooked Booth and 

Herold and prompted them to flee elsewhere. That was beyond Jett’s 

control, he made clear to Detective Baker. It was not his fault if the cav-

alry had scared off the assassins. The news stunned Baker. A few hours 

ago, he and the Sixteenth New York had ridden through Port Royal, and 

then past the farm. The fugitives, Baker guessed, must have heard the 

pounding hooves of their horses. Booth and Herold had been within 

his grasp and he had ridden right past them! At around midnight, Con-

ger, Baker, and Doherty, hoping they were not too late, turned the troops 

around and galloped back to the farm. 

Conger, Baker, Doherty, and Jett hurried out of the Star Hotel and 

mounted their horses. At about 12:30 a.m., Wednesday, April 26, the 

Sixteenth New York Cavalry headed for Garrett’s farm and, they hoped, 

a rendezvous with Lincoln’s assassin. Baker warned Jett not to try any 

tricks: “He shook hands with the Colonel, and promised on his honor 

as an officer and a gentleman that he would be true to us. We told him 
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that if he deceived us, it would be death to him—we thinking that per-

haps it might be his design to lead us into an ambuscade.” 

After two hours in the saddle, Jett told Conger that he should slow 

the column: “We are very near there now to where we go through: let us 

stop here, and look around.” In the dark, Jett had trouble fi nding the 

gate to the road that led to Garrett’s house. Conger ordered the patrol to 

halt. He and Jett rode on alone. It is just a little way up, Willie reassured 

him. Conger trotted ahead of Jett. His eyes scanned the dark roadside 

but detected no opening. All Conger could see was a bushy, unbroken 

fence line skirting the road. He turned his horse around and retreated. 

There is no gate, he complained to Jett. 

Then it is just a little farther up the road, Booth’s Judas promised. It 

is hard to judge these distances in the dark. They rode on three hundred 

yards more, and Baker spurred ahead from the main body to help Con-

ger search for the gate. This time they found it. After unlatching it, Con-

ger sent Baker ahead to find and open the second gate; Jett had told 

them that it would block their way. Baker vanished into the black night 

while Conger backtracked to fetch the cavalry. The detective asked Jett a 

final question: when the cavalry charges down that road, where should 

they look for the house? 

As before, Jett obliged: “I took them to Garrett’s gate and directed 

them how to go into the house and they went in, leaving me at the gate.” 

Conger ordered Jett and Rollins to remain at the gate, guarded by 

only one trooper. Soon Baker located the last roadside obstacle that 

separated them from Booth: “We found a gate, fastened by a latch, dis-

mounted, opened the gate, and the command came through, and a 

charge was ordered.” The Sixteenth New York Cavalry raced up the dirt 

road and toward the farmhouse. 

As the Sixteenth New York closed in on Booth and Herold, the na-

tion did not hold its collective breath, awaiting the exciting climax of 

the manhunt. Nobody—not Stanton, his officers, the other pursuers, or 

the press—knew that Conger, Baker, and Doherty had tracked Lincoln’s 



“ u s e l e s s ,  u s e l e s s ”  �   3 1 5  

assassin to Port Royal, and to the Garrett farm. Elsewhere, all over Vir-

ginia and Maryland, other manhunters, ignorant of what was happen-

ing at Garrett’s farm, continued the chase. In Maryland, S. H. Beckwith, 

the man whose tip had set in motion the sequence of events that led the 

Sixteenth New York to Booth’s hiding place, sent, at 1:30 a.m., April 26, 

another telegram to Major Eckert. The major did not receive it until 

8:00 a.m. And Booth had escaped Maryland days ago. 

Immediately after reporting to you to-day I proceeded 

with Major O’Beirne to Bryantown, thence to Turner’s house, 

where Booth and Herold were seen by two servants to inquire 

about food, then enter pine thicket about twenty rods distant 

from house and two miles north from Bryantown. Parties 

on the ground had been through, losing the track and 

accomplishing nothing. We at once penetrated the thicket and 

deployed. After following probable routes I struck the crutch 

track, and we followed it in a direction circling around toward 

the piece of timber from which they first issued far enough to 

justify the belief they are still in same vicinity from which they 

started, and that while the troops were searching the thicket 

where they were last seen, they, by taking course above 

described, gained time to temporarily conceal themselves 

again. It appears to us from all we can learn that troops have 

not been pushed through with much system. The colored 

troops, while deployed and advancing, upon hearing shout on 

one part line, made rush in that direction, leaving considerable 

space uncovered. Cavalry has been operating, and tonight has 

strong line of pickets around timber. I made map to-day for 

immediate use, but it would have assisted much if we had a 

county survey map and a compass. I left Major O’Beirne at 

Bryantown, where he was preparing to co-operate with others 

and make an early and systematic scouring. 
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The Sixteenth New York did not need compasses or survey maps. 

Only a few hundred yards separated them from Booth now. 

The dogs heard it first. Rising from the southwest. 

Distant sounds, yet inaudible to human ears, of metal touching metal; 

of a hundred hooves sending vibrations through the earth; of deep, la-

bored breathing from tired horses; of faint human voices. These early 

warning signs alerted the dogs sleeping under the Garretts’ front porch. 

At the farm John Garrett, corn-house sentinel, was already awake and 

became the first one there to hear their approach. William Garrett, lying 

on a blanket a few feet from his brother, heard them, too. 

It was dark and still inside the farmhouse. Old Richard Garrett and 

the rest of his family had gone to bed hours ago. 

All was quiet, too, in the tobacco barn. It was well past midnight, 

and the Garretts’ unwitting prisoners were asleep. As far as John and 

William could observe from their hiding place, neither Booth nor Her-

old stirred during the night, realized their predicament, and tried to es-

cape their rustic jail. The horses were safe, and the suspicious Boyd 

cousins were trapped. The barking dogs and the clanking, rumbling 

sound finally woke up Booth. Recognizing the unique music of cavalry 

on the move, the assassin knew he had only a minute or two to react 

before it was too late. 

Booth woke up Davey fast. The cavalry is here, Booth hissed in a low 

whisper. The assassin’s groggy companion snapped to attention. They 

snatched up their weapons and rushed to the front of the barn. “We 

went right up to the barn door and tried to get out,” recalled Davey, “but 

found it was locked.” The Garretts had imprisoned them! Booth wasted 

no time and began trying to pry the lock from its mountings. Every sec-

ond was precious: they had to flee the barn before Union troops sur-

rounded it. Booth guessed that the riders would move on the farmhouse 

first. He and Herold had to clear out of the tobacco barn before the cav-
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alrymen turned their attention to the outbuildings. No doubt the 

treacherous Garrett boys would guide the Yankees to the right one. 

Booth wheeled around one hundred and eighty degrees. “Come 

on!” he called to Davey. The assassin scampered fifty feet to the back 

wall. “[W]e went directly to the back end of the barn, and we tried to 

kick a board off so we could crawl out,” witnessed Herold. Booth, im-

paired by his injury, and hobbled by his crutches, could not leverage his 

full weight on his left foot to swing a powerful kick with the right. He 

struck weakly. The board did not give. Davey fared no better. “Let’s kick 

together!” Booth proposed. They aimed their kicks to strike one board 

together. Still the iron nails held tight as though cemented into the 

framing. David Herold was getting worried: “Although we did, our kicks 

did not do the work.” 

The Union column raced up the road and threw a cor-

don around the Garrett farmhouse. Edward Doherty, Luther Baker, and 

Everton Conger dropped from their saddles, leapt up the porch, and 

pounded on the door. Awakened by the commotion, Richard Garrett 

climbed from his bed and walked downstairs in his nightclothes. 

David Herold panicked: “You had better give up,” he 

urged Booth. 

No, no, the actor declared, “I will suffer death fi rst.” 

Doherty, Baker, and Conger waited impatiently on the 

front porch, and the trio pounced as soon as old man Garrett opened 

the door. 

Conger barked first: “Where are the two men who stopped here at 

your house?” 
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Startled, Richard Garrett replied vaguely: “They have gone.” 

“Gone where?” Conger demanded. 

“Gone to the woods,” explained Garrett. 

“What!” Luther Baker interrupted mockingly, “a lame man gone 

into the woods?” 

Well, he had crutches, old Garrett pointed out. 

“Will you show me where they are?” Baker continued. 

“I will,” Garrett promised,“but I will want my pants and boots.” 

Garrett’s interrogators refused to let him back into the house to 

dress, so his family passed his clothes and boots to him through the 

door. There on the front porch, in full view of the soldiers, he dressed 

himself. 

Conger decided to play the old man’s game, at least momentarily: 

“Well, sir, whereabouts in the woods have they gone?” 

Garrett began a long-winded story of how the men came there with-

out his consent, that he did not want them to stay, and that . . . 

Enough, Conger interrupted: “I do not want any long story out of 

you: I just want to know where these men have gone.” 

Richard Garrett was afraid, and he babbled his defensive monologue 

all over again. Conger had heard enough. He turned from the door and 

spoke gravely to one of his men: “Bring in a lariat rope here, and I will 

put that man up to the top of one of those locust trees.” Even under the 

threat of hanging, marveled Conger, Garrett “did not seem inclined to 

tell.” A soldier went to get the hemp persuader. 

John Garrett emerged from the corn house, walked up to the near-

est cavalryman, and asked whom they were pursuing. “That I cannot 

tell you,” the trooper answered mysteriously, telling another soldier to 

take John to the house. When they got near the house, John saw Doherty, 

Conger, and Baker on the front porch talking to his father. Spotting 

John Garrett, Conger bellowed to his soldier escort,“Where did you get 

this man from?” John Garrett spoke up and came to the rescue of his 

tongue-tied father. 
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“Don’t hurt the old man: He is scared. I will tell you where the men 

are you want to fi nd,” he said. 

“That is what I want to know,” said an exasperated Conger. “Where 

are they?” 

Before John had time to answer, Doherty seized him by the collar, 

pushed him down the steps, put a revolver to his head, and ordered him 

to tell him where the assassins were. 

“In the barn,” John Garrett cried out. The two men are in the barn. 

Not good enough, warned Conger: “There are three rooms around 

here, the tobacco-house and two corn houses; if you don’t tell me the 

exact house he is in, your life will pay the forfeit.” 

They are in the tobacco barn, divulged Garrett. 

“Show me the barn,” Doherty commanded. 

Booth and Herold heard the soldiers rush and sur-

round the barn. Maybe stealth could save them just once more, like it 

had served them in the pine thicket. Booth hushed Herold to remain 

silent and motionless: “Don’t make any noise,” he whispered, “maybe 

they will go off thinking we are not here.” Conger, close to the barn now, 

heard someone moving around inside, rustling the hay. It was David 

Herold walking about, failing to heed Booth’s orders to take cover and, 

stupidly, revealing that they were in the barn. 

The leaders of the Sixteenth New York expedition were 

not done with John Garrett. They had a special mission for him. Luther 

Baker summoned John to his side and pointed to the tobacco house: 

“You must go in to the barn, and get the arms from those men.” Garrett 

objected to the suicidal plan. Ignoring his reaction, Baker went on: 

“They know you, and you can go in.” Yes, Booth and Herold did 

know John Garrett—as the man who ordered them out of his house, 
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refused them the comfort of a bed, and locked them in the barn. 

That is precisely why he refused Baker’s request. He had seen Booth’s 

weapons and knew he would not hesitate to exact vengeance for Gar-

rett’s inhospitality and betrayal. No, he would not be the assassin’s last 

victim. 

Perhaps Garrett did not understand, Baker explained to him, that 

this mission was not optional: “I want you to go into that barn and de-

mand the surrender of the arms that man has and bring them out to 

me. Unless you do it, I will burn your property.” Baker didn’t mean just 

the tobacco barn. He meant it all—house, barn, corn houses, and sta-

bles. Either John went in, or Baker would “end this affair with a bonfi re 

and shooting match.” 

By now William Garrett had also emerged from the cover of the 

corn house and joined his brother near the tobacco barn. William, who 

had imprisoned the fugitives, pulled the key from his pocket and sur-

rendered it to Baker. 

Baker stepped forward and shouted to John Wilkes Booth: “We are 

going to send this man, on whose premises you are, in to get your arms; 

and you must come out, and deliver yourselves up.” Booth said nothing. 

It might be a trick, he considered. He readied himself for a dismounted 

charge by more than twenty cavalrymen the moment the door opened. 

Baker, key in hand, strode right up to the barn door. He stood within 

close range of Booth’s pistols now. Baker inserted the key, turned the 

lock, and, slowly, opened the door a little. Booth remained invisible, 

hiding just several yards away in the black, inner recesses of the barn. 

He saw movement. He held his pistols tightly, fingers in the trigger 

guards, thumbs ready to cock the hammers of the single-action Colts. 

But he held his fire. Baker seized John Garrett and half guided, half 

pushed him through the door and closed it behind him. 

John Garrett stood alone, in the dark, at the mercy of Lincoln’s killer. 

He spoke timidly to the unseen fugitives, reporting that “the barn was 

surrounded, that resistance was useless, and that [you] had better come 

out and deliver [yourself] up.” 
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A growling, tenor voice, dripping with malice, echoed from the 

darkness in reply: “You have implicated me.” 

Garrett tried to reason with them: “Gentlemen, the cavalry are after 

you. You are the ones. You had better give yourselves up.” 

Then, like a ghostly apparition, John Wilkes Booth’s pale, haunting 

visage emerged from the void, like a luminous portrait floating on a 

black canvas. Then he exploded: “Damn you! You have betrayed me! If 

you don’t get out of here I will shoot you! Get out of this barn at once!” 

Garrett glimpsed Booth’s right hand in motion. The assassin, while 

cursing Garrett, slowly reached behind his back for one of his re-

volvers. 

Like Harry Hawk had done on the stage of Ford’s Theatre after 

Booth jumped from the president’s box, a terrified John Garrett turned 

and ran, escaped the barn, and nearly leapt into Conger’s arms. Booth 

was going to kill him, Garrett pleaded. 

Conger was skeptical: “How do you know he was going to shoot 

you?” 

Because, Garrett claimed in a tremulous voice,“he reached down to 

the hay behind him to get his revolver.” He had come out of the barn 

just in time, he insisted. 

Finally, at the climax of a twelve-day manhunt that had gripped the 

nation, a heavily armed patrol of Sixteenth New York Cavalry had actu-

ally cornered Lincoln’s assassin. The situation demanded decisive ac-

tion, but, at the critical moment, Conger and the others hesitated. 

Instead of ordering their men to rush the barn and take Booth, they 

decided to talk him out, and then they delegated the job to a solitary, 

unarmed man, a civilian—and an ex-rebel soldier, no less—to negoti-

ate Booth’s surrender. It was a clear abdication of command responsi-

bility. Twenty-six cavalrymen, each armed with a six-shot revolver, not 

counting other weapons, could pour a fusillade of 156 conical lead pis-

tol bullets into the barn before having to reload. In response, Booth 

could fire a mere 12 rounds from the revolvers and 7 from the Spencer 

carbine. He wouldn’t have time to reload. Or the troops could, without 
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warning, before they fired a shot, charge the barn and try to take Booth 

by surprise. In the dark, and in the few seconds before they seized him, 

Booth could not pick off more than a few of them before he was sub-

dued. Stanton wanted Booth alive for questioning. 

Why did they hesitate? If brave Union men could charge Marye’s 

Heights at Fredericksburg in December 1862 and suffer several thou-

sand casualties, and if the valiant regiments of the Army of Northern 

Virginia could make the disastrous, suicidal Pickett’s charge on the third 

day at Gettysburg, why couldn’t twenty-six soldiers, under the cloak of 

darkness, charge two civilians hiding in a barn? Surely the honor of cap-

turing Lincoln’s assassin was worth the risk of a few casualties. 

Even after John Garrett’s ill-advised, failed mission, Doherty, Con-

ger, and Baker dithered, pursuing a strategy of talk, not action. The trio 

deputized Baker as their spokesman. Baker shouted an ultimatum to 

the occupants: “I want you to surrender. If you don’t, I will burn this 

barn down in fifteen minutes.” If the fugitives refused to come out vol-

untarily, he resolved, then the flames would drive them out. Baker, Con-

ger, and Doherty awaited an answer. It was 2:30 a.m., Wednesday, April 

26. From the time the Sixteenth New York arrived at Garrett’s farm un-

til this moment, the fugitives had not spoken one word to their pursu-

ers. Then came the fi rst contact. 

A voice speaking from inside the barn bellowed three pointed 

questions: “Who are you?” “What do you want?” “Whom do you 

want?” 

It was John Wilkes Booth. The assassin stepped to the front of the 

tobacco barn and peered through a space between two boards, eyeball-

ing his counterpart, whom he took, mistakenly, as an army captain. 

“We want you,” Baker replied, “and we know who you are. Give up 

your arms and come out!” 

Booth stalled to preserve his options: “Let us have a little time to 

consider it.” 

Surprisingly, Baker agreed to the delay: “Very well.” 

Ten or fifteen minutes elapsed without communication between the 
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parties. But the manhunters maintained a keen vigil on all four of the 

barn walls to ensure that their prey did not slip out unnoticed through 

a crevice between the boards. 

In the meantime, Booth and David Herold got into a heated argu-

ment. Davey had no more fight left in him. “I am sick and tired of this 

way of living,” he had complained to his idol on the afternoon of the 

twenty-fifth, less than twelve hours ago. Herold had convinced himself, 

naively, that once he talked his way out of trouble the soldiers would 

send him home. After all, in his mind, he wasn’t guilty of anything. 

Booth killed Lincoln, and Powell stabbed Seward. Davey just came 

along for the ride. Booth could roast alive in the tobacco barn if he 

chose, but not him. “You don’t choose to give yourself up, let me go out 

and give myself up,” Herold proposed. 

“No, you shall not do it,” Booth growled in a low voice, so that the 

soldiers hovering on the other side of the boards could not hear him. 

Herold implored Booth to release him from the assassin’s service, 

speaking so loudly that some of the soldiers heard his begging. 

Herold started for the door, but Booth menaced him: “[H]e threat-

ened to shoot me and blow his brains out,” Herold complained. 

Furious, the actor denounced his hitherto faithful companion: “You 

damned coward! Will you leave me now? Go, go! I would not have you 

stay with me.” 

Baker, counting down the minutes on his pocket watch, shouted to 

Booth that he was running out of time. Only five minutes more, and he 

would torch the barn. 

Again, Booth asked: “Who are you? And what do you 

want?” 

Before Baker could reply, Conger took him aside, out of earshot, and 

suggested how to continue the negotiations: “Do not by any remark 

made to him allow him to know who we are: you need not tell him who 

we are. If he thinks we are rebels, or thinks we are his friends, we will 
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take advantage of it. We will not lie to him about it; but we need not 

answer any question that has any reference to that subject, but simply 

insist on his coming out, if he will.” 

Baker agreed with Conger, telling Booth: “It doesn’t make any dif-

ference who we are: we know who you are, and we want you. We want to 

take you prisoners.” 

Booth corrected him. There was no more than one prisoner avail-

able for the taking: “I am alone, there is no one with me.” 

Baker rebuked the assassin: “We know that two men were in there 

and two must come out.” Conger worked his way around the barn’s pe-

rimeter to select the best place to light the fi re. 

“This is a hard case,” Booth confided to Baker, “it may be I am to be 

taken by my friends.” That assassin held the forlorn hope that soldiers 

surrounding the barn were Confederate, not Union. 

“I am going,” insisted Davey. “I don’t intend to be burned alive.” 

Booth relented. Forcing Davey to share his fate would serve no pur-

pose. And it would be wrong. Herold had had several chances to aban-

don Booth during the manhunt—in Washington on assassination 

night, in the pine thicket, or during the night the assassin slept alone at 

Garrett’s farm. But on every occasion, the loyal Herold returned to share 

Booth’s fate. Almost certainly, Booth must have concluded that it would 

be ungrateful, even ungallant, to deny his young follower the chance to 

live. When others had betrayed Booth, Herold had stuck by him. It was 

harsh to call him “coward” now. This was the last act. It was time to 

claim center stage alone. The actor called out to Baker: “Oh Captain— 

there is a man here who wants to surrender awful bad.” 

Too excited to remain silent, Lieutenant Doherty blurted out: “Hand 

out your arms.” Yes, chimed Baker almost simultaneously, “Let him 

hand out his arms.” 

Their demands perplexed Herold. Would they refuse his surrender 

until he first handed over Booth’s firearms? His master might let him 

go, but Davey knew that Booth would never give up his guns. “I have 

none,” Herold pleaded. 
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Doherty did not believe him: “Hand out your arms, and you can 

come out.” 

“I have no arms,” Herold whimpered,“let me out.” 

Luther Baker scoffed at Herold’s stubborn denials: “We know ex-

actly what you have got.” The Garretts, helpfully, had provided Baker 

and the other officers with a complete inventory of the fugitives’ arms 

and equipment: two revolvers, one Spencer repeating carbine, one 

Bowie knife, a pistol belt, a couple of blankets, and the clothes on their 

backs. “You carried a carbine,” Baker insisted, “and you must hand it 

out.” 

This back-and-forth bickering over the arms devolved into comedy, 

with one officer and two detectives proving themselves too incompe-

tent to consummate the peaceful, willing surrender of Lincoln’s assas-

sin and his guide. Booth spoke up to end the impasse: “The arms are 

mine; and I have got them.” 

Baker disputed the assassin: “This man carried a carbine, and he 

must hand it out.” 

Booth argued back: “Upon the word and honor of a gentleman, he 

has no arms: the arms are mine, and I have got them.” And he would not 

give them up. “I own all the arms and intend to use them on you gentle-

men.” As this wore on, Booth reminded the nitpicking offi cers that 

“There is a man in here who wants to come out.” 

Yes, Herold affirmed: “Let me out, quick; I do not know any-

thing about this man, he is a desperate character, and he is going to 

shoot me.” 

Booth supported Herold’s charade: “Let him out; that young man is 

innocent.” 

Enough, reasoned Lieutenant Doherty. If they can persuade one of 

the fugitives to come out of the barn without a fight, why not forget the 

arms, wait no more, and take the man? The lieutenant turned to Baker: 

“We had better let him out.” 

“No,” the detective countered, “wait until Mr. Conger comes here.” 

Well, where is he? Doherty demanded. Out of sight, at the back of 
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the barn, preparing to set it on fire. Then they wouldn’t wait, Doherty 

decided. 

But Baker resisted his logic: “I ought not to let this man out without 

consulting him.” 

“No: Open that door!” Doherty commanded one of his troopers. “I 

will take that man out myself.” 

The lieutenant positioned himself to the side, not in front of, the 

door. If he stayed out of the line of fire, Booth could not see—or shoot— 

him when he opened the door for Herold’s exit. Inches apart, separated 

only by the width of the barn wall, Doherty and Herold could hear each 

other’s breathing. They caught glimpses of each other through the 

spaces that divided the boards. 

Then, in the last seconds before David Herold left the barn, Booth 

whispered the last words exchanged between them: “When you go out, 

don’t tell them the arms I have.” 

“Whoever you are, come out with your hands up,” a voice outside 

the barn shouted. 

Davey turned away from Booth and faced the door, now ajar and 

ready for his passage from fugitive to captive. Doherty ordered Herold 

not to walk through the door just yet. First he wanted to see his hands to 

confirm that he was unarmed. The lieutenant told Davey to thrust only 

one hand through the doorframe. The frightened youth complied, and 

in a moment Doherty saw a spot of open-palmed, white fl esh protrud-

ing through the entryway. The lieutenant signaled Davey to send 

through the other hand. It, too, was empty. 

Doherty sprung to the door, seized Herold by the wrists, and yanked 

hard, pulling him forward through the doorway, and throwing him off 

balance. Davey’s captor tucked his revolver under his armpit, ran both 

his hands down Herold’s body to see if he had any hidden arms, and 

found none. Then he asked Herold, “Have you got any weapons at all 

about you?” 

“Nothing at all but this,” swore Davey, pulling out a piece of paper, a 

torn fragment of a map, which Doherty put in his pocket. The lieuten-
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ant grabbed Herold by the collar and, like a schoolmaster taking an er-

rant pupil by the scruff, marched him away from the barn. 

So far the operation at Garrett’s farm was no model of a small unit 

action. One army officer and two military detectives vying for the com-

mand of twenty-six enlisted men had barely accomplished the surren-

der of the assassin’s harmless cat’s-paw. Herold had managed to 

surrender in spite of the disagreements and competition for authority 

among the hunters. Now Doherty, Baker, and Conger faced a bigger 

problem. John Wilkes Booth remained in that barn, heavily armed and 

waiting for their next move. Yes, they possessed certain advantages. The 

assassin was at bay, surrounded, and outnumbered twenty-six to one. 

Escape from the tobacco barn seemed impossible. But then, so did es-

cape from an audience of more than one thousand people at Ford’s 

Theatre. Like Macbeth, Booth could not fly away from Garrett’s farm 

but, like the doomed, baited bear, he remained lethal. 

Booth had died onstage dozens of times in Richard III, Hamlet, and 

Shakespeare’s other great tragedies, but tonight he was not playacting. 

He wanted to go down fighting, not hang like a petty thief. “I have too 

great a soul to die like a criminal,” he wrote in his diary a few nights be-

fore. “Oh may he, may he spare me that and let me die bravely.” For 

Booth, this was his final and greatest performance, not just for the small 

audience of soldiers at the improvised theatre of Garrett’s farm, but also 

for history. 

He had already perpetrated the most flamboyant public murder in 

American history. Indeed, Booth had not only committed murder, he 

had performed it, fully staged before a packed house. At Ford’s Theatre, 

Booth broke the fourth wall between artist and audience by creating 

a new, dark art—performance assassination. Tonight he would script 

his own end with a performance that equaled his triumph at Ford’s 

Theatre. 

Their negotiations with the assassin had not gone well. They de-

manded Booth’s immediate surrender, but he persuaded them to give 

him more time. They demanded that Herold turn over at least one of 
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the weapons, but Booth claimed property rights over the arms and re-

leased Davey to them empty-handed. Now he had all the guns, and, in 

addition, like Jim Bowie at the Alamo twenty-nine years before, a deadly 

knife for the close combat of last resort. Booth—not Doherty, Baker, or 

Conger—was setting the agenda at Garrett’s farm. 

In certain respects, Booth enjoyed three signifi cant tactical advan-

tages over the Sixteenth New York Cavalry: he occupied a fortifi ed posi-

tion, but they had to come in and get him; they were deployed in the 

open around the barn and could not see him, but he remained hidden 

and could see them; they wanted Booth alive and did not want to be 

killed by him, but he was ready to die, and to take some of them with 

him. Moreover, the ticking clock favored the assassin. In a few hours, 

morning’s first light would illuminate the manhunters and render them 

perfect targets. At this close range, the Spencer carbine was an outstand-

ing sniper’s weapon. Booth could hardly miss. 

Frustrated, Doherty wanted to wait until morning, but Baker and 

Conger argued forcefully against that. As soon as the sun rose, they rea-

soned, Booth could see the whole troop and open fire. Sunrise would 

transform this pastoral setting into a killing field. One of Doherty’s ser-

geants, Boston Corbett, volunteered for a suicide mission: he would slip 

into the barn alone and fight Booth man-to-man: “I offered to Mr. Con-

ger, the detective officer, and to Lieut. Doherty, separately, to go into the 

barn and take him or fight him—saying if he killed me his weapons 

would then be empty, and they could easily take him alive.” Three times 

Corbett volunteered to charge in alone; and each time Doherty vetoed 

that harebrained scheme and ordered Corbett back to his position. 

Corbett was, no doubt, the most eccentric character under Doherty’s 

command. 

A quirky English immigrant who adopted the name “Boston” to 

honor the city in which he found Christ, thirty-two-year-old Thomas 

Corbett proved to be a hard fighter and a reliable noncommissioned of-

ficer. A hatter before the Civil War, he had performed a bizarre, horrifi c 

act of self-mutilation when tempted by fallen women. The records of 
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Massachusetts General Hospital chronicled the gruesome event: “[Cor-

bett] is a Methodist, and having perused the eighteenth and nineteenth 

chapters of Matthew, he took a pair of scissors and made an opening 

one inch long in the lower part of the scrotum. He then drew the testes 

down and cut them off. He then went to a prayer meeting, walked about 

some, and ate a hearty dinner. There was not much external hemor-

rhage, but a clot had filled the opening so that the blood was confi ned 

to the scrotum, which was swelled enormously and was black. He called 

on Dr. Hodges . . . who laid it open and removed the blood; he tied the 

cord and sent him here.” 

Conger and Baker wanted to burn the barn. The searing fl ames 

and choking smoke would do the job for them, at no risk to the men. 

Indeed, the only danger would be to the men who had to get close 

enough to the barn to lay the kindling against the timbers. Booth might 

be able to shove his pistol into the four inches of space between each 

board and shoot them through the head at point-blank range. They 

thought about the risk involved and concluded that it didn’t have to fall 

to their own men. 

Conger sent for the Garrett sons. He had one more job for them, he 

explained: collect a few armfuls of straw and pile them against the side 

of the barn. John Garrett roamed the grounds but could not fi nd any 

fresh straw. It was all in the tobacco barn with Booth, he told Conger. 

Then find something else that will burn, the detective ordered. John 

Garrett gathered pine twigs and set them next to the barn. He returned 

with a second armful and bent low to arrange the pile. The rustling 

sound alerted Booth, who rushed to the site of the noise. Garrett jumped 

when he heard that familiar, menacing voice address him from the other 

side, just a foot or two away: “Young man, I advise you for your own 

good not to come here again.” It was Booth’s second warning to him 

that night. There would not be a third, the assassin promised: “If you do 

not leave at once I will shoot you.” Quickly, John Garrett dropped the 

pine kindling and retreated out of pistol range. 

If they were gathering kindling, Booth realized, the manhunters 



3 3 0  �  M A N H U N T  

did not plan on waiting until sunrise. They were going to burn the 

barn, and soon, probably. Booth decided to retake the initiative and stall 

the fire. He challenged his pursuers to honorable combat on open 

ground. 

“Captain,” he called out to Baker, “I know you to be a brave man, 

and I believe you to be honorable: I am a cripple.” Booth’s tantalizing 

admission thrilled every man who heard it. They had suspected, but 

were not absolutely sure, that the man in the barn was John Wilkes 

Booth. They had received reports that Lincoln’s assassin was lame, and 

the Garretts told them that Mr. Boyd had a broken leg. Now the man in 

the barn confirmed it. “I have got but one leg,” Booth continued. “If you 

will withdraw your men in ‘line’ one hundred yards from the door, I will 

come out and fi ght you.” 

As a sign of good faith Booth revealed that he had chosen, at least up 

to now, to spare Baker’s life: “Captain, I consider you to be a brave and 

honorable man; I have had half a dozen opportunities to shoot you, but 

I did not.” 

Baker’s eyes darted to the burning candle he held improvidently in 

his hand. The assassin told the truth! Conger suggested that Baker re-

lieve himself of the inviting target immediately: “When Conger said it 

was presumptuous in me to hold the candle, as Booth might shoot me, 

I set the candle down about twenty feet from the door.” 

This was better than Shakespeare. Lincoln’s assassin had just chal-

lenged twenty-six men, a lieutenant, and two detectives to a duel. Or 

was it, in Booth’s mind, a knightly trial by combat, with victory the re-

ward to the just? Baker declined the glove: “We did not come here to 

fight you, we simply came to make you a prisoner. We do not want any 

fight with you.” Neither did Secretary of War Edwin Stanton, who, back 

in Washington, awaited news from the manhunters. He wanted the as-

sassin alive to interrogate him and expose fully the secrets of his grand 

conspiracy. Stanton, convinced that officials at the highest levels of the 

government of the Confederate States of America had participated in 

the assassination, wanted Booth to name his coplotters. If Booth was 
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dead, that would satisfy the nation’s lust for vengeance, but not Stan-

ton’s curiosity. It was far better, the secretary of war believed, to take 

Booth alive. There would be plenty of time to hang him later, after the 

trial. 

Booth repeated his challenge but reduced the distance to offer more 

generous odds to his opponents: “If you’ll take your men fi fty yards 

from the door, I’ll come out and fight you. Give me a chance for my 

life.” 

Again Baker declined. 

“Well, my brave boys, prepare a stretcher for me!” Booth jauntily 

replied. 

Conger made up his mind and turned to Baker: “We will fi re the 

barn.” 

“Yes,” his fellow detective agreed,“the quicker the better.” 

Conger bent over and lit the kindling. The pine twigs and needles, 

mixed with a little hay and highly combustible, burst into fl ames that 

licked the dry, weathered boards. Soon the barn’s boards and timbers 

caught fire, and within minutes an entire corner of the barn blazed 

brightly. The fi re illuminated the yard with a yellow-orange glow that 

flickered eerily across the faces of the men of the Sixteenth. Booth could 

see them clearly now, but held his fi re. 

As the fire gathered momentum, it also lit the inside of the barn so 

that now, for the first time, the soldiers could see their quarry in the 

gaps between the slats. Booth made a halfhearted attempt to suppress 

the flames by overturning a table upon them, but that only fueled the 

rapidly advancing inferno. The assassin was trapped. He had three 

choices: stay in the barn and burn alive; raise a pistol barrel—probably 

the .44 caliber with its heavier round to do the job right—to his head 

and blow out his brains; or script his own blaze of glory by hobbling out 

the front door and doing battle with the manhunters, welcoming death 

but risking capture. When Booth was a boy, he prophesied to his sister, 

Asia, the manner of his death: “I am not to drown, hang, or burn.” He 

had been right so far. He had crossed the Potomac River safely. He 
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would not stay in the barn and die by fire. Nor would he allow himself 

to be taken and strangle from the rope. Suicide? Never that shameful 

end, Booth vowed to himself. Richard III did not commit suicide, Mac-

beth did not die by his own hand, not Brutus, nor Tell. Neither would 

he. No, no, he must fight the course. And if he must perish, he would die 

in full struggle against his enemies. 

Booth had decided it was better to die than be taken back to Wash-

ington to face justice. He had seen a man hanged before. In 1859, he 

caught the train to Charlestown, Virginia, to witness the execution of 

abolitionist John Brown, condemned for his ill-fated raid on Harper’s 

Ferry. He had seen Brown driven to the scaffold in a horse-drawn cart, 

like a piece of meat carried off to market. He watched as Brown as-

cended the stairs to the platform, was bound, and had the sack pulled 

over his head. He saw the hangman loop the noose around Brown’s 

neck, and then leave the old man standing in suspense for several min-

utes until the drop fell. Brown twitched a little, and then it was over. 

When they cut him down his face was purple. 

No, Booth vowed, the prophecy was true. He must not be captured 

and hanged. The spectacle of a trial would put him on public display for 

the amusement of the gentlemen of the press and the idle curiosity 

seekers sure to flock to the proceedings. But he would not command 

the courtroom as his stage. He would be allowed no press interviews; no 

dramatic courtroom declarations about his beloved South, Lincoln the 

tyrant, his dreams, or his motives; and, under prevailing legal customs 

of the time, no opportunity to speak at all. In the theatre of Booth’s 

trial, the main character would be mute. Lincoln’s assassin would be a 

silent star, seen, but never heard. It would be hard for the voluble, lo-

quacious thespian to bear. 

Nor did Booth wish to endure the rituals of the scaffold: the indig-

nity of being bound and trussed, of walking past his own coffin and the 

open grave, of being stripped of his shoes so that they did not rocket off 

his feet when his body jerked at the end of the rope. The bodily humili-

ations were even worse: the swollen tongue, burst blood vessels in the 
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“I have too great a soul to die like a criminal.” Garrett’s Farm, April 26, 1865. 

eyeballs, unloosed kidneys and bowels, and a blackened, blood-bruised, 

rope-burned neck. This shameful death of a common criminal was not 

for him. 

And he would have to share the scaffold-stage with his supporting 

cast of coconspirators. It was far better, Booth decided, to perish here— 

if he must die tonight. He was dictating the action, and his pursuers re-

sponding to his improvised performance. 

Booth moved to the center of the barn, where he stood awkwardly 

balancing the carbine in one hand, a pistol in the other, and a crutch 

under one arm. He swiveled his head in every direction, measuring how 

quickly the flames were engulfing him and hoping for a miracle. He 

glanced toward the door and hopped forward, a crutch under his left 

arm and in his right hand the Spencer carbine, the butt plate balanced 

against his hip. “One more stain on the old banner,” Booth cried out, 

conjuring up the Stars and Bars Confederate battle flag, perhaps imag-

ining his own patriotic blood mingling with the vast ocean spilled by 

the South’s quarter million dead. 
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Unseen by Booth, Sergeant Boston Corbett watched the assassin’s 

every move inside the barn: “Immediately when the fire was lit . . . I could 

see him, but he could not see me.” Corbett had, by stealth, without 

Booth seeing him, walked up to one side of the barn and peeked be-

tween one of the four-inch gaps that separated each of the barn wall’s 

vertical boards. As the flames grew brighter, Corbett could see Booth 

clearly: the assassin “turn[ed] towards the fire, either to put the fi re out, 

or else to shoot the one who started it, I do not know which; but he was 

then coming right towards me . . . a little to my right,—a full breast view.” 

Now Booth was within easy range of Corbett’s pistol. But the sergeant 

held his fire: “I could have shot him . . . but as long as he was there, mak-

ing no demonstration to hurt any one, I did not shoot him, but kept my 

eye upon him steadily.” He saw Booth reach the middle of the barn and 

face the door. 

Outside the barn, Conger, Baker, and Doherty, and the cavalrymen 

posted near the door tensed for action. No man could endure those hot 

flames and choking smoke for long, and they expected the door to swing 

open at any moment and see Booth emerge, either with his hands up or 

his pistols blazing. 

Corbett’s eyes followed their prey as Booth got closer to the door. By 

now the sergeant had drawn his pistol. Booth moved again and leveled 

the carbine against his hip, as though he was preparing to bring it into 

firing position. Corbett poked the barrel of his revolver through the slit 

in the wall and aimed it at Booth. The sergeant described what hap-

pened next: 

“Finding the fire gaining upon him, he turned to the other side of 

the barn and got towards where the door was; and, as he got there, I saw 

him make a movement towards the floor. I supposed he was going to 

fight his way out. One of the men who was watching told me that 

[Booth] aimed his carbine at him. He was taking aim with the carbine, 

but at whom I could not say. My mind was upon him attentively to see 

that he did no harm; and, when I became impressed that it was time, I 
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shot him. I took steady aim on my arm, and shot him through a large 

crack in the barn.” 

The soldiers surrounding the barn heard one shot. Instantly Booth 

dropped the carbine and crumpled to his knees. His brain commanded 

movement but his body disobeyed. He could not rise. He could not lift 

his arms. He could not move at all. 

Like sprinters cued by a starting gun, Baker rushed into the barn 

with Conger at his heels. Baker caught Booth before he toppled over 

and Conger seized the assassin’s pistol, which the actor grasped so 

tightly that the detective had to twist it to pry it out of his hand. 

“It is Booth, certainly,” Conger cried jubilantly. 

Baker glared disapprovingly: “What on earth did you shoot 

him for?” 

“I did not shoot him,” Conger protested,“he has shot himself!” Con-

ger stared at the assassin: “Is he dead? Did he shoot himself?” 

“No, he did not, either,” said Baker. 

Conger raised Booth up and asked, “Where is he shot?” Conger 

searched for the wound: “Where-about is he shot?—in the head or 

neck?” Conger examined Booth’s neck and found a hole where blood 

was running out.“Yes sir,” Conger deduced,“he shot himself.” 

“No he did not,” Baker insisted. 

As soon as Lieutenant Doherty heard the shot he ran for the barn, 

dragging David Herold with him. By the time they entered, the two de-

tectives and several soldiers were hovering over Booth in the middle of 

a burning barn, and carrying on an animated argument about the ori-

gin of the wound. There were better places to continue the debate, sug-

gested Conger: “Let us carry him out of here: this place will soon be 

burning.” They lifted Booth from the floor, carried him under the lo-

cust trees a few yards from the door, and laid him on the grass. 

Doherty took Herold with him out of the barn. The sight of his 

master on the ground, apparently dead, threw Davey into a panic of ir-

rational babbling: “Let me go away; let me go around here,” he pleaded. 
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“I will not leave; I will not go away.” Herold’s whining would not have 

surprised Lewis Powell, who called him a “little blab.”“I was never satis-

fied with him myself,” Powell told Major Eckert, “and so expressed my-

self to Booth.” 

“No sir,” responded the lieutenant. 

Feigning ignorance, Davey asked him, “Who is that that has been 

shot in the barn?” 

Incredulous, Doherty cut him off: “Why, you know well who it is!” 

Herold elaborated his alibi: “No, I do not. He told me his name was 

Boyd.” 

Doherty had heard enough: “It is Booth; and you know it.” 

Davey persisted in his denials: “No; I did not know it; I did not know 

that it was Booth.” In captivity, the assassin’s disciple denied him thrice. 

From under the locust trees, Conger looked back at the barn. If they 

could save it, perhaps they might preserve vital evidence of the crime: “I 

went back into the barn immediately to see if the fire could be put down, 

and tried somewhat myself to put it down; but I could not, it was burn-

ing so fast; and there was no water, and nothing to help with.” John Gar-

rett ran into the barn and joined the effort, rallying several troopers by 

yelling, “Boys, let us extinguish the fire.” Like Conger, he surrendered to 

the inevitable: “The soldiers ran and threw furniture and stuff on the 

fire, but it was too late.” 

Conger left the barn and went back to the locust trees. Gazing down 

on Booth’s broken body, “I supposed him to be dead. He had all the ap-

pearance of a dead man.” But, like the stricken William Seward, who 

looked to his doctor like “an exsanguinated corpse,” John Wilkes Booth’s 

life force rallied. He opened his eyes and moved his lips. 

Conger called for water, and a soldier offered the contents of his tin, 

government-issue canteen. Baker produced a crude tin cup, an indis-

pensable utensil common to the baggage of nearly every soldier, North 

and South, in the war. They splashed some of the cool, reviving water 

on Booth’s face, and he tried to speak. They poured a little into his 

mouth, and he spit it out. The assassin could not swallow the liquid: he 
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was almost completely paralyzed. Again he moved his lips and tried to 

speak. With great concentration and labored effort, Booth’s vocal cords 

emitted a barely audible whisper. For the first time in his life, the great 

thespian and raconteur was at a loss for words, his great stage voice si-

lenced by the bullet that had passed through his neck and spinal 

column. 

Conger and Baker bent down close to Booth’s reclining body, tilted 

their heads, and jutted their ears close to his mouth. Booth formed 

words with his lips but produced no sounds. Finally, after several at-

tempts, Lincoln’s assassin spoke: “Tell mother, I die for my country.” It 

was hard to hear his faint voice above the roar of the crackling fi re, the 

shouts of the men, and the neighing, snorting horses. Conger wanted 

desperately to confirm the accuracy of what Booth had said. These 

might be the assassin’s historic last words, and they must be reported to 

the nation exactly as Booth said them. Moreover, Secretary of War Stan-

ton would demand a full accounting of the events at Garrett’s barn, in-

cluding Booth’s every word. 

Enunciating each syllable slowly and clearly so that Booth could un-

derstand him, Conger repeated the phrase verbatim: “Is that what you 

say?” the detective asked. 

“Yes,” faintly whispered the assassin. 

The tobacco barn was now fully ablaze, and the inferno radiated an 

intense, searing heat that threatened to combust the locust trees where 

Booth and his captors reposed. The horses, even though the soldiers 

had picketed or tied them a good distance away before firing the barn, 

were growing increasingly restive as the fl ames intensifi ed. The detec-

tives shouted for everyone to retreat to the Garrett house. Several men 

seized Booth by the arms, shoulders, and legs, raised his limp body from 

the ground, and marched in quick time to the farmhouse. They climbed 

up the stairs and laid Booth flat on the wood-planked piazza, near the 

bench where, over the past two days, he had sat, smoked, napped, con-

versed, and planned the next leg of his escape. Blood, seeping from the 

entry and exit wounds in his neck, pooled under his head and stained 
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several of the floorboards. To relieve Booth’s suffering, the Garrett girls 

carried an old straw mattress from the house and laid it on the porch. 

Conger and the others folded the soft, pliable bedding in half and laid 

Booth’s head and shoulders on it. Lucinda Holloway carried out a pil-

low and, gently, placed it under his head. 

Doherty brought David Herold to the porch and gave him an order: 

“Come stand by the house.” The officer did not have any wrist or leg 

irons to shackle Davey, so he improvised with a material that every cav-

alry unit rode with in ample supply: rope. Doherty bound Herold’s 

hands with a picket rope and tied him to a locust tree about two yards 

from where Booth’s body lay. Doherty kept Davey tied there until they 

were ready to return to Washington. This position, only six feet from 

Booth’s body, gave Herold a front-row seat for the climax of the chase 

for Lincoln’s killer. 

Once Booth was on the porch, Conger observed, he “re-

vived considerably. He could then talk so as to be intelligibly under-

stood, in a whisper; [but] he could not speak above a whisper.” The 

great, theatrical, tenor voice that once projected beyond the proscenium 

arch and filled the halls of Washington, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, 

Chicago, St. Louis, Baltimore, and Richmond had been hushed and 

could no longer be heard past the fi rst row. 

Booth whispered for water and Conger and Baker gave it to him. He 

asked them to roll him over and turn him facedown. Booth was in ag-

ony and wanted to shift positions but was helpless to move himself. 

Conger thought it a bad idea to roll him over: “You cannot lie on your 

face.” Then at least turn him on his side, the assassin pleaded. They did, 

but Conger saw that the move did not relieve Booth’s suffering: “We 

turned him upon his side three times. . . . He could not lie with any com-

fort, and wanted to be turned immediately back.” Baker noticed it, too: 

“He seemed to suffer extreme pain whenever he was moved, and would 

scowl, and would several times repeat ‘Kill me.’” 
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Booth wanted to cough but the bullet had severed the communica-

tion between his brain and his throat. He asked Conger to put his hand 

upon his throat, and press down. The detective complied, but nothing 

happened. 

“Harder,” Booth instructed Conger. 

“I pressed down as hard as I thought necessary, and he made very 

strong exertions to cough, but was unable to do so—no muscular exer-

tion could be made.” 

Conger, guessing that Booth feared some asphyxiating obstruction 

was stuck in his throat, told Booth to let him inspect it: “Open your 

mouth, and put out your tongue, and I will see if it bleeds.” Conger reas-

sured Booth: “There is no blood in your throat; it has not gone through 

any part of it there.” 

“Kill me,” Booth implored the soldiers. “Kill me, kill me!” 

“We don’t want to kill you,” Conger comforted him, “we want you to 

get well.” 

Conger spoke sincerely. They wanted Booth alive so they could bring 

him back to Washington as a prize for Edwin Stanton. Stanton and oth-

ers were certain that Booth was merely the agent of a Confederate con-

spiracy. Indeed, President Andrew Johnson would soon issue another 

reward proclamation, this one for Jefferson Davis and other Confeder-

ate officials, naming them as assassination conspirators. Davis, currently 

the object of another manhunt, had fled Richmond for the Confederate 

interior as part of a desperate attempt to continue the war using South-

ern armies that had not yet surrendered to Union forces. Sam Arnold 

and Mike O’Laughlen had already confessed everything they knew 

about the plot. If Booth talked, too, he might give invaluable testimony 

that implicated the highest officials of the Confederacy. 

But thanks to somebody under his command, it was obvious to 

Conger that John Wilkes Booth was not going back to Washington alive. 

Who fired that shot? Conger demanded to know. Baker asked him if he 

knew who did it. 

“No, but I will,” vowed Conger. 
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Conger walked away in search of the trigger-happy trooper. He re-

turned soon but, it appeared to Baker, empty-handed. 

“Where is the man?” 

Conger laughed aloud and replied, “I guess we had better let Provi-

dence and the Secretary of War take care of him.” 

Conger explained to the puzzled Baker what had happened. When 

he went off to find Booth’s killer, Boston Corbett came forward, snapped 

to attention, saluted Conger, and proclaimed, “Colonel, Providence di-

rected me.” 

Corbett made the same confession to his commanding offi cer, Lieu-

tenant Doherty. “Providence directed my hand.” Corbett claimed that 

he had not shot Booth for vengeance, but because he believed the assas-

sin was about to open fire on the soldiers. He did it to protect the lives 

of his fellow troopers, he insisted. And, Corbett continued, he did not 

intend to kill Booth. He only wanted to inflict a disabling wound to ren-

der the assassin helpless, for capture. And he did not violate any orders 

from his superiors. The men of the Sixteenth New York had not been 

ordered to hold their fire. Indeed, Conger, Baker, and Doherty had failed 

to give them any orders at all on the subject. Corbett exercised his own 

discretion as a noncommissioned officer and shot Booth: “It was not 

through fear at all that I shot him, but because it was my impression 

that it was time the man was shot; for I thought he would do harm to 

our men in trying to fight his way out of that den if I did not.” 

Dr. Charles Urquhart, a local physician summoned by Doherty and 

Baker, arrived on the scene and examined Booth for ten or fi fteen min-

utes. His new patient lapsed in and out of consciousness during the ex-

amination. Distracted and confused by the surreal scenes, the befuddled 

Urquhart said that the wound was nonfatal, then reversed his diagnosis: 

the wound was mortal; it was impossible for Booth to recover. 

Several soldiers compared the location of Booth’s fatal wound with 

the location of Lincoln’s wound. Perhaps, they marveled, God’s justice 

directed Corbett’s bullet to the back of the assassin’s head. Corbett, too, 

wondered at the coincidence: “[W]hile Booth’s body lay before me, yet 
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alive, but wounded, and when I saw that the bullet had struck him just 

back of the ear, about the same spot that his bullet hit Mr. Lincoln, I said 

within myself, ‘what a fearful God we serve.’” Later, Corbett recalled a 

prayer he had led at a chapel in Washington before he joined the man-

hunt: “O Lord, lay not innocent blood to our charge, but bring the guilty 

speedily to punishment.” 

Booth noticed Willie Jett standing nearby. After Booth had been 

shot, the trooper guarding him near the roadside gate brought him up 

to the house. The sight of the unfaithful young Confederate agitated 

Booth. 

“Did that man betray me?” Booth asked Conger. 

Conger evaded the question: “We have taken him prisoner.” 

“Did Jett betray me?” Booth asked Baker. 

“Oh,” answered Baker,“never mind anything about Jett.” 

Conger began rifling Booth’s pockets, turning them inside out. 

“[H]e looked up,” admitted Conger, “and knew what was being done.” 

Conger unfolded a handkerchief and laid it neatly next to Booth. On it 

he placed the contents of the assassin’s pockets. “I took his diary, these 

bills of exchange, money, keys, compass, shavings, tobacco, and a little 

knife.” From Booth’s undershirt he yanked a special prize: a handsome 

stickpin, “a stone set in jet and gold,” Conger described it, engraved 

“Dan Bryant to J.W. Booth.” Two years earlier the famous blackface co-

median and Booth had exchanged gifts: Booth gave Bryant a fl ask, and 

Bryant gave Booth this pin. 

Kneeling at Booth’s side, Lucinda Holloway ministered to the dying 

star. As she gazed upon his face—“luminous” is how she remembered it 

for the rest of her life—Booth stuck out his tongue. He was thirsty. As 

strangers at Golgotha did for Christ on Good Friday’s cross, Lucinda 

answered his plea: “I took my handkerchief and dipped it in water and 

moistened his lips. I again moistened his lips and he repeated his mes-

sage to his mother. Soon he gasped, and I again moistened his lips and 

tongue a third time.” 

Booth rallied and opened his eyes. 
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“The damn rebel is still living!” a soldier cursed. 

“My hands,” Booth whispered. Baker clasped them, bathed the 

clammy flesh in cool water, and raised them up for Booth to see. For the 

last time John Wilkes Booth beheld the hands, now helpless, that had 

slain a president. Tenderly, Lucinda Holloway massaged his temples and 

forehead. Her fingertips felt the life draining out of him: “The pulsa-

tions in his temples grew weaker and weaker.” 

Mustering all his remaining strength, waning rapidly now, Booth 

looked at his hands and spoke again: “Useless, useless.” 

His breathing turned sporadic and labored, and he gasped for breath 

every few minutes. “His heart would almost die out; and then it would 

commence, and, by a few rapid beats, would make a slight motion 

again,” Baker observed. 

Booth’s lips turned purple and his throat swelled. 

He gasped. 

The rising sun nudged above the horizon and colored the eastern 

sky. In Albany, New York, mourners who had waited in line all night 

filed past Abraham Lincoln’s remains, displayed magnifi cently in the 

state Capitol’s Assembly Chamber. “During the still hours of the morn-

ing,” said one who witnessed the scene,“a sad procession moved through 

our streets to and from the Capitol. Aside from the slow tread of this 

procession, not a sound was to be heard.” That afternoon the funeral 

train would pull out of the station, heading west to the prairies. Lincoln 

would be home soon. 

Booth gasped again. 

His vision blurred. 

He could not breathe. He gasped a third time. 

The sun broke free from the horizon and flooded Garrett’s farm 

with light, which shone on Booth’s face. The soldiers tried to shield his 

eyes by draping clothes over the back of a chair that they set up on the 

porch between Booth and the sun. 

No, do not hide him from the light, Booth might have said, if he 

could still speak. When he was a boy, his bedroom at Bel Air faced the 
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east and he told his dearest sister, Asia: “No setting sun view for me, it is 

too melancholy for me; let me see him rise.” 

The stage grew dark. His body shuddered. Then, no more. John 

Wilkes Booth was dead. The twelve-day chase for Abraham Lincoln’s 

assassin was over. 



Chapter Ten 
“So Runs the World Away” 

Lucinda Holloway, caressing Booth’s hair, had watched 

him die: “[G]asping three times and crossing his hands upon his 

breasts, he died just as the day was breaking.” She twisted a curl of his 

hair between her fingers and caught Dr. Urquhart’s eye. She did not 

need to ask. The doctor looked up, watching for his chance when 

Doherty, Baker, and Conger, distracted, glanced momentarily away 

from the assassin’s corpse. Quicker than their eyes could detect, Urqu-

hart’s hand, grasping a pair of razor-sharp surgical scissors, reached 

down for Booth’s head. In an instant he snipped a lock of the rich, black 

hair and pressed it into Lucinda Holloway’s palm. As quickly, she 

clenched her fingers around the black curl into a tight fist to conceal the 

precious memento. She was not a craven relic hunter who lusted mor-

bidly, like so many others, for bloody souvenirs of the great crime. No, 

to her the lock was a private, romantic keepsake of the luminous, dying 

star. If the soldiers saw what she had done, they would have overpow-

ered her, prying open her balled fist and confiscating her treasure. 

Later, when the soldiers were gone, Lucinda entered the house and 

walked straight to the bookcase that held another prized relic—Booth’s 

field glasses. When no one was looking, she scratched her initials on the 

buckle of the shoulder strap, and then took the glasses to her mother’s 

house, a safe distance of several miles from Garrett’s farm. 
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The Garrett men stood by as mute witnesses to the 

drama they had helped author. By locking Booth and Herold in their 

barn, they made it impossible for the assassin to make a run for it when 

the Sixteenth New York arrived. Had they captured a notorious mur-

derer or betrayed an injured, helpless man? Even more, a man who had 

come under their hospitality. Did they deserve honor or opprobrium? 

The Garretts feared judgment under the old Southern code. Soon, they 

tried to rewrite the events of this night to cast their actions in a positive 

light. Ignoring the fact that they evicted Booth from their home on the 

night of April 25, the Garretts claimed that he had declined the bed on 

his last night, and that it was Booth who insisted on sleeping under the 

porch with the sharp-toothed dogs, or in the barn on the hard, wood 

planks. Conveniently, they overlooked the part of the story about just 

who locked Booth inside that barn. 

In the years ahead, they even invoked Edwin Booth’s name in de-

fense of their family’s reputation. Edwin, a loyal Unionist, hated John’s 

deeds, but could not bring himself to hate his brother. Touched that the 

Garrett family took John in, and under the mistaken impression that 

they offered his misguided brother nothing but kindness and hospital-

ity during the last two days of his life, Edwin wrote the Garretts a grate-

ful letter: “Your family will always have our warmest thanks for your 

kindness to him whose madness wrought so much ill to us.” If Edwin 

Booth had known the truth, that the Garretts had locked his brother in a 

barn like an animal, and helped prepare the funeral pyre, then Edwin, 

rather than lauding their kindness, might instead have wanted to come 

down to Port Royal and burn the rest of their farm down to the ground. 

Edwin Booth might not have been the only one. The newspapers 

and the public demonized the Garrett farmhouse and gave it human 

characteristics, just as they had done to Ford’s Theatre. George Alfred 

Townsend’s lurid characterization spoke for many: “In the pale moon-

light . . . a plain old farmhouse looked grayly through its environing lo-
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custs. It was worn and 

whitewashed, and two-sto-

ried, and its half-human 

windows glowered down 

upon the silent cavalrymen 

like watching owls which 

stood as sentries over some 

horrible secret asleep 

within . . . in this house, so 

peace ful by moonlight, 

murder had washed its 

spotted hands, and minis-

tered to its satiated appe-

tite.” 

Conger, Baker, and Do-

herty wanted to be abso-

lutely certain, before they 

took the body back to 

Wash ington, that they had 

Journalist George Alfred Townsend’s gotten their man, so they 
 thrilling account of the manhunt. fished from their pockets 

carte-de-visite photos of 

Booth. Young Richard Garrett, mesmerized, watched the proceedings: 

“I saw it done . . . our whole family saw it done. [H]e was a strikingly 

handsome man with a face one could scarcely forget. The detectives had 

a printed description of him which they proceeded to verify after his 

death. It agreed in every particular, height, color of hair, eyes, size of 

hand . . . I saw the initials J.W.B. just where they were said to be. I saw the 

detectives place . . . the photograph of John Wilkes Booth . . . beside 

the face of the dead man we had known for two days, and [nothing] in 

the world could not persuade me that God ever made two men so ex-

actly alike.” 

Lieutenant Doherty unrolled his scratchy, wool, regulation army 
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blanket and ordered his men to lay Booth’s body upon it. He told the 

Garrett girls to go inside and bring him a thick sewing needle. Then he 

stitched the blanket around the assassin’s corpse, leaving one end open, 

like a sleeping bag, from which Booth’s feet protruded. They needed a 

wagon. Doherty’s men rustled up a local man and hired him to drive 

the corpse to Port Royal. The man brought the wagon to the Garretts’ 

front porch, where several soldiers heaved Booth in like a sack of corn. 

David Herold, whimpering, crying, pleading excuses that no one cared 

to hear, took it all in. 

George Alfred Townsend offered his readers an unforgettable pic-

ture of Booth’s ersatz hearse: 

A venerable old negro living in the vicinity had the misfor-

tune to possess a horse. This horse was a relic of former gen-

erations, and showed by his protruding ribs the general 

leanness of the land. He moved in an eccentric amble, and 

when put upon his speed was generally run backward. To 

this old negro’s horse was harnessed a very shaky and absurd 

wagon, which rattled like approaching dissolution, and each 

part of it ran without any connection or correspondence 

with any other part. It had no tail-board, and its shafts were 

sharp as famine; and into this mimicry of a vehicle the mur-

derer was to be sent to the Potomac river. . . . The old negro 

geared up his wagon by means of a fossil harness, and when 

it was backed to the Garrett’s porch, they laid within it the 

discolored corpse. The corpse was tied with ropes around 

the legs and made fast to the wagon sides. . . . So moved the 

cavalcade of retribution, with death in its midst, along the 

road to Port Royal. . . .All the way the blood dribbled from 

the corpse in a slow, incessant, sanguine exudation. 

Booth’s funeral procession retraced the very route that he, David 

Herold, and their three young Confederate companions had followed 
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from Port Royal to Garrett’s farm two days ago. No sobbing mourners 

watched this parade. The soldiers forced Herold to walk, but he com-

plained mightily that his feet were killing him. They put him on a horse, 

tying his feet into the stirrups and his hands to the saddle. On the ride 

one of the soldiers chatted up Herold and scored a superb souvenir—he 

persuaded Booth’s companion to trade vests with him. 

The jostling wagon disturbed Booth’s clotted wound, noted 

Townsend. “When the wagon started, Booth’s wound till now scarcely 

dribbling, began to run anew. It fell through the crack of the wagon, 

dripping upon the axle, and spotting the road with terrible wafers.” It 

was an eerie re-creation of the street scene in front of Ford’s Theatre the 

night of April 14, when drops of Abraham Lincoln’s blood and brains 

drizzled onto the mud underfoot. Townsend relished the phenomenon 

of Booth’s flowing blood as the stigmata of a cursed corpse: “It stained 

the planks and soaked the blankets; and the old negro, at a stoppage, 

dabbled his hand in it by mistake, he drew back instantly, with a shud-

der and stifled expletive, ‘Gor-r-r, dat’ll never come off in de world; it’s 

murderer’s blood.’ He wrung his hands, and looked imploringly at the 

offi cers, and shuddered again: ‘Gor-r-r, I wouldn’t have dat on me fur 

thousand, thousand dollars.’” 

After Luther Baker and Ned Freeman crossed the Rappahannock, 

they drove Booth’s body from Port Conway toward Belle Plaine. Three 

miles north of that location, Baker haled the John S. Ide, which had 

transported the Sixteenth New York Cavalry to Belle Plaine on the 

twenty-fourth. There was no wharf above Belle Plaine, so Baker un-

loaded Booth’s corpse from Freeman’s wagon, put it in a small boat, and 

rowed to the Ide. 

Thousands and thousands of dollars were exactly 

what Conger, Baker, Doherty, and the men of the Sixteenth New York 

had in mind. Indeed, as news of the assassin’s death spread, manhunters 
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across Virginia, Maryland, and the District of Columbia fantasized 

about the same thing: That War Department broadside dated April 20, 

1865, and its astounding proclamation—”$100,000.00 REWARD! The 

murderer of our late, beloved President Is Still At Large.” Booth was 

dead. Mary Surratt, Lewis Powell, George Atzerodt, Sam Arnold, Mi-

chael O’Laughlen, Dr. Samuel A. Mudd, Ned Spangler, and David Her-

old had all been arrested. It was only a matter of time before the U.S. 

government began writing checks—to someone. 

Conger’s plan worked. He had arrived in Washington before Booth’s 

body, and now he could claim the credit of being the first to tell Edwin 

Stanton the news. He rushed from the wharf to Colonel Baker’s offi ce, 

where he broke the news. “He came into the back offi ce,” Baker stated, 

“and said to me that he had got Booth.” Conger told the story of Gar-

rett’s farm, unfolded his handkerchief, and showed Baker what he 

had—the effects taken from Booth’s body. The two detectives jumped 

in a buggy and, about 5:00 p.m., drove to the War Department to tell 

Stanton the news. But the secretary had left his office for the day. They 

drove on to Stanton’s home, leaped out of the buggy, and ran to the 

front door. They found Stanton in the parlor reclining on a lounge rest-

ing, but not asleep. “We have got Booth,” Baker told him. Stanton cov-

ered his eyes with his hands, paused, and stood up. Conger and Baker 

laid out Booth’s effects on a table. Stanton picked up the diary and, 

Baker recalled, “after looking at it for some time, he handed it back to 

me.”“Then,” continued Baker, Stanton picked up the “little pocket com-

pass.” In the quiet of his parlor, Stanton had received the news—Booth 

had been taken, he was dead, and the manhunt for Lincoln’s assassin 

was over. The secretary of war wasn’t ready to celebrate yet. He wanted 

to be sure that the body being brought to Washington was really John 

Wilkes Booth. Conger unrolled the handkerchief containing the trea-

sures he had stripped from Booth’s still living body and shared his booty 

with Stanton. Persuasive evidence, Stanton must have concurred, but 

he had to be absolutely certain. He decided to convene an inquest 
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aboard the Montauk as soon as Booth’s body arrived in Washington. 

Witnesses would give notarized statements. An autopsy would be per-

formed. Then Stanton could be sure. 

In Washington, the steamer John S. Ide rendezvoused off the U.S. 

Navy Yard with an ironclad gunboat—the Montauk—the same vessel 

that Abraham and Mary Lincoln visited during their carriage ride on 

the afternoon of the assassination. Stanton took immediate steps to 

confirm the identity of the man killed at Garrett’s farm. At fi rst glance, 

Booth was barely recognizable. He had shaved off his moustache, and 

his injury, the psychological stress of the manhunt, and twelve hard 

days of living mostly outdoors had taken their toll, reported Townsend, 

on his hitherto magnificent appearance. “It was fairly preserved, though 

on one side the face distorted, and looking blue-like death, and wildly 

bandit-like, as if bearen by avenging angels.” The War Department 

wanted to quash the birth of any Booth survival myths. Edwin Stanton 

had already scrutinized all of the personal effects collected at Garrett’s 

farm: the photos of the girlfriends; the pocket compass that pointed 

Booth south to imagined safety; the leather-bound pocket calendar. As 

Stanton turned the pages, he made a startling discovery—Booth had 

used the calendar as an impromptu diary, and in it he recorded his mo-

tive for killing Lincoln, and the turmoil of the manhunt. Only one man, 

Stanton knew, could have authored these fevered words: Abraham Lin-

coln’s assassin. Stanton announced the news to the nation: 

WAR DEPARTMENT 

Washington, D.C., April 27, 1865 

Major General Dix, New York: 

J. Wilkes Booth and Harrold were chased from the swamp 

in St. Mary’s county, Maryland, and pursued yesterday 

morning to Garrett’s farm, near Port Royal, on the 

Rappahannock, by Colonel Baker’s forces. 

The barn in which they took refuge was fired. Booth, in 
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making his escape, was shot through the head and killed, 

lingering about three hours, and Harrold taken alive. 

Booth’s body and Harrold are now here. 

EDWIN M. STANTON 

Secretary of War 

News of the arrival of Booth’s body spread quickly through the cap-

ital, and hundreds of spectators rushed to the river for a glimpse of the 

dead assassin. “At Washington,” George Alfred Townsend reported, 

“high and low turned out to look on Booth. Only a few were permitted 

to see his corpse for purposes of recognition.” A Chicago Tribune corre-

spondent confirmed, with palpable disappointment, that “it seems that 

the authorities are not inclined to give the wretched carcass the honor 

of meeting the public gaze.” 

News of Booth’s death traveled across the nation by telegraph, and 

newspapers everywhere rushed to print with excited stories fi lled with 

the details of the manhunt’s climax at Garrett’s farm. As soon as the 

news reached Philadelphia, T. J. Hemphill of the Walnut Theatre knew 

what had to be done. When he called at Asia Booth Clarke’s home, she 

received him at once. Asia knew from the very sight of him what must 

have happened. “The old man stood steadying himself by the center ta-

ble; he did not raise his eyes, his face was very pale and working ner-

vously. The attitude and pallor told the news he had been deputed to 

convey.” Asia spoke fi rst. 

“Is it over?” 

“Yes, madam.” 

“Taken?” 

“Yes.” 

“Dead?” 

“Yes, madam.” 

Asia, pregnant with twins, collapsed onto a sofa. If one of her new  

babies was a boy, she had planned to name him John. “My heart beat 

like strong machinery, powerful and loud it seemed. I lay down with 
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my face to the wall, thanking God solemnly, and heard the old 

man’s sobs choking him, heard him go out, and close the street door 

after him.” 

On the Montauk, several men who knew Booth in life, including his 

doctor and dentist, were summoned aboard the ironclad to witness him 

in death. It was all very official. The War Department even issued an 

elaborate receipt to the notary who witnessed the testimony. During a 

careful autopsy, surgeons noted a distinctive old scar on his neck and 

the tattoo—“JWB”—that Booth had marked on his hand when he was 

a boy. The cause of death was easy to prove: gunshot via a single bullet 

through the neck. As proof the surgeons excised the vertebrae it had 

passed through and also removed part of Booth’s thorax and pickled 

the bone and tissue in a neatly labeled glass specimen jar. Booth’s verte-

brae repose today in a little-known medical museum, one attraction 

among thousands in a hideous collection devoted to documenting the 

wounds of the American Civil War. The surgeon general’s handwritten 

autopsy report was clinical and brief, but betrayed the emotion of the 

hour. In his letter to Edwin Stanton, Dr. Barnes assured the secretary of 

war that John Wilkes Booth had suffered: 

I have the honor to report that in compliance with your 

orders, assisted by Dr. Woodward, USA, I made at 2 p.m. this 

day, a postmortem examination of the body of J. Wilkes Booth, 

lying on board the Monitor Montauk off the Navy Yard. 

The left leg and foot were encased in an appliance of splints 

and bandages, upon the removal of which, a fracture of the 

fibula (small bone of the leg) 3 inches above the ankle joint, 

accompanied by considerable ecchymosis, was discovered. 

The cause of death was a gun shot wound in the neck— 

the ball entering just behind the sterno-cleido muscle—21⁄2 

inches above the clavicle—passing through the bony bridge of 

the fourth and fifth cervical vertebrae—severing the spinal 
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chord [sic] and passing out through the body of the sterno-

cleido of right side, 3 inches above the clavicle. 

Paralysis of the entire body was immediate, and all the 

horrors of consciousness of suffering and death must have been 

present to the assassin during the two hours he lingered. 

Stanton had decided that a written record of the autopsy was insuf-

ficient. He summoned the celebrated photographer Alexander Gardner, 

Matthew Brady’s rival and a favorite of President Lincoln’s, to photo-

graph Booth’s corpse as it lay naked, stretched out on a board on the 

deck of the ironclad. Stanton also allowed Gardner to photograph the 

conspirators imprisoned on the ironclads Montauk and Saugus. Gard-

ner took multiple images of Arnold, O’Laughlen, Spangler, Atzerodt, 

and Herold, each wearing an unusual type of handcuff called “Lilley 

irons,” joined by a solid bar that prevented the prisoners from bringing 

their hands together. They would see Gardner again soon, when he took 

their final portraits. Gardner took special interest in Lewis Powell, pic-

turing him in a number of poses that he soon reproduced as cartes-de-

visite for public sale. But, on Stanton’s orders, there would be no public 

viewing of the autopsy images. Harper’s Weekly based a single, discreet 

woodcut on one of the horrific images, but the original glass plates and 

paper prints of Stanton’s trophy photographs vanished 140 years ago, 

almost as soon as they were taken, and have never been seen again. 

The prominent sculptor, Clark Mills, who had recently fashioned a 

plaster life mask of Lincoln in March 1865, sought permission to make 

a death mask of his assassin. He wanted to come aboard the Montauk, 

slather Booth’s face with wet plaster and, once it dried, pry the mask 

from the assassin’s countenance. Mills went too far for the secretary of 

war. According to a newspaper account, “Mr. Stanton, not deeming him 

over loyal, replied: ‘You had better take care of your own head.’” Death 

masks, Stanton perhaps reasoned, were best suited for honoring great 

men, not their murderers. 
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Stanton certainly hoped that, like the autopsy photographs, Booth’s 

body would vanish. Scoop-seeking reporters lusted to unearth the last 

great episode of the twelve-day manhunt, the disposal of the assassin’s 

remains. 

“What,” Townsend probed Lafayette C. Baker, “have you done with 

the body?” 

Colonel Baker uttered a typically portentous, self-dramatizing re-

ply: “That is known to only one man living besides myself. It is gone. I 

will not tell you where. The only man who knows is sworn to silence. 

Never till the great trumpet comes shall the grave of Booth be discov-

ered.” 

“And,” Townsend confidentially advised his readers,“this is true.” 

In the days following the close of the manhunt, all the major Ameri-

can newspapers damned John Wilkes Booth with parting epithets. The 

most vivid among them was penned by George Alfred Townsend: 

Last night, the 27th of April, a small row boat received the 

carcass of the murderer; two men were in it, they carried the 

body off into the darkness, and out of that darkness it will 

never return. . . . In the darkness, like his great crime, may it 

remain forever, impalpable, invisible, nondescript, con-

demned to that worse than damnation,—annihilation. The 

river-bottom may ooze about it laden with great shot and 

drowning manacles. The earth may have opened to give it 

that silence and forgiveness which man will never give its 

memory. The fishes may swim around it, or the daisies grow 

white above it; but we shall never know. Mysterious, incom-

prehensible, unattainable, like the dim times through which 

we live and think upon as if we only dreamed them in per-

turbed fever, the assassin of a nation’s head rests somewhere 

in the elements, and that is all; but if the indignant seas or 

the profaned turf shall ever vomit his corpse from their re-

cesses, and it receive humane or Christian burial from some 



“s o  r u n s  t h e  w o r l d  away ”  �   3 5 5  

who do not recognize it, let the last words those decaying lips 

ever uttered be carved above them with a dagger, to tell the 

history of a young and once promising life—USELESS! 

USELESS! 

But Lafayette Baker had lied to Townsend. The second manhunt for 

John Wilkes Booth—the one for his corpse—had only begun. To pre-

vent Booth’s grave from becoming a shrine, and his body a holy relic of 

the Lost Cause, sailors from the Montauk, accompanied by the Bakers, 

had pretended to row his body out to deep water and bury it at sea, so 

weighted down that it could never rise. The press swallowed the bait, 

and one newspaper, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated News, even published a 

front-page woodcut illustrating the faux, watery burial. What really 

happened was far less dramatic. Lafayette Baker, Luther Baker, and two 

sailors from the Montauk took Booth’s body from the gunboat and laid 

it on the floor of a rowboat. The sailors shoved off from the ironclad’s 

low-riding deck, and rowed away from the Navy Yard, down the Po-

tomac’s eastern branch. Booth was on the river again, seven days after 

Thomas Jones led him to its banks. The sailors made for an army post at 

Greenleaf ’s Point called the Old Arsenal, or the Old Penitentiary, a com-

plex of substantial brick buildings and a courtyard surrounded by a high 

brick wall. They pulled in to a little wood wharf attached to the arsenal. 

Lafayette Baker stepped onto the wharf and, leaving his cousin in charge 

of the corpse, walked to the fort to find Major Benton, the ordnance of-

ficer Stanton had chosen to put Booth in the grave. Benton and Baker 

returned to the wharf, looked at the body, and, Luther Baker recalled, 

“talked the matter over.” Benton knew just the place to bury him. 

Benton ordered some of his men to carry Booth’s body into the fort. 

They dropped it in a rectangular, wood musket crate, and screwed down 

the lid. Somebody wrote Booth’s name on top. Then they buried the as-

sassin in a secret, unmarked grave at the Old Arsenal penitentiary, the 

site chosen by Edwin Stanton as the unconsecrated burial ground for 

John Wilkes Booth, and for several of his conspirators who would soon 
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join him in the grave. Stanton kept the only key. “I gave directions that 

he should be interred in that place, and that the place should be kept 

under lock and key,” Stanton said. He wanted to be sure that “the body 

might not be made the subject of glorification by disloyal persons and 

those sympathizing with the rebellion,” or “. . . the instrument of rejoic-

ing at the sacrifice of Mr. Lincoln.” Stanton wanted to keep the worship-

ers and relic hunters at bay: “The only object was to place his body 

where it could not be made an improper use of until the excitement had 

passed away.” Booth had escaped once before on assassination night, 

but he would not escape Stanton again. 

Booth’s death did not end the manhunt for those who had come in 

contact with the assassin during his escape. If they thought Boston Cor-

bett had saved them, they were wrong. Stanton wasn’t fi nished with 

them. His April 20 proclamation had made that clear: “All persons har-

boring or secreting the said persons . . . or aiding or assisting their con-

cealment or escape, will be treated as accomplices in the murder of the 

President . . . and shall be subject to . . . the punishment of DEATH.”Stan-

ton sent more patrols into Maryland and Virginia to track down every-

one who he knew, or suspected, had seen or helped Booth during his 

twelve days on the run. Thomas Jones, Colonel Cox, the Garrett sons, 

and many more were seized and taken to the Old Capitol prison. Then, 

curiously, within weeks, Stanton freed them all. He decided to put only 

eight defendants on trial—Mary Surratt, Lewis Powell, David Herold, 

George Atzerodt, Samuel Arnold, Michael O’Laughlen, Edman Span-

gler, and Samuel Mudd. Not one person who helped Booth and Herold 

in Maryland or Virginia, aside from Dr. Mudd, was punished for aiding 

Lincoln’s assassin. They returned to their homes and families and, for 

years to come, whispered secret tales of their deeds during the great 

manhunt. 

Several days after Booth’s burial, Luther Baker, in a coda to the man-

hunt, journeyed again to Garrett’s farm. It was after sunset. The charred 

remnants of the cedar posts, boards, and planks that had burned so 

brightly on the early morning of April 26 had cooled. Baker walked 
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amidst the ruins: “Just before dark I went out to where the barn was 

burned, thinking I might find some remains . . . I poked around in the 

ashes and found some melted lead (it seemed he had some cartridges 

with him) and pieces of the blanket Herold had.” 

Another hunt—the one for the reward money—began before 

Booth’s body cooled in the grave. With Booth dead, and his chief ac-

complices under arrest, awaiting trial for the murder of the president 

and the attempted assassination of William Seward, it was time to cash 

in. Hundreds of manhunters rushed to claim a portion of the $100,000 

reward. Tipsters with the slightest—or no—connection to the events of 

April 14 to 26, 1865, angled for their rewards. Among the rival detec-

tives, army officers, enlisted men, policemen, and citizens, the competi-

tion was brutal. Applicants exaggerated their roles, downplayed their 

rivals, and concocted fabulous lies to enhance their stake. In a long affi -

davit supporting his claim, Lafayette Baker boasted that he was the fi rst 

to distribute photos of Booth, Herold, and Surratt. Lieutenant Doherty 

asked soldiers under his command to write affidavits to support his ver-

sion of the events at Garrett’s farm. 

At first, Lafayette Baker’s intrigues paid off handsomely—$17,500, 

an impressive sum considering that the salary of the president of the 

United States was $25,000. Colonel Conger got the same as Baker; 

Luther Baker got $5,000; and Lieutenant Doherty, commander of the 

Sixteenth New York Garrett’s farm patrol, got only $2,500. Together, 

the Baker cousins outmaneuvered their rivals and monopolized 

$22,500, nearly one-quarter of the entire $100,000 reward. Loud, in-

dignant complaints forced Congress to investigate the matter. Claims 

were reevaluated, reports were published by the Government Printing 

Office, and all the while, the manhunters lobbied greedily for their 

money. Booth would have likely enjoyed the grotesque spectacle of this 

bickering for blood money over the bodies of a dead president and his 

assassin. 

Congress adjusted the figures and finally, more than one year after 

the manhunt, the U.S. Treasury issued warrants to disburse the reward. 
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Congress cut Conger’s share from $17,500 to $15,000 and raised 

Doherty to a more generous $5,250. But the Bakers suffered badly. La-

fayette Baker, who was not present at Garrett’s farm, saw his share re-

duced from $17,500 to $3,750, while Luther Byron Baker’s share was 

cut from $5,000 to $3,000. God may have guided Boston Corbett’s hand 

at Garrett’s farm, but the Almighty did not intervene to line the eccen-

tric sergeant’s pocket. He received the same payout as every enlisted 

man and noncommissioned offi cer there—$1,653.84. 

Conger, Doherty, the Bakers, and the twenty-six men—two ser-

geants, seven corporals, and seventeen privates—from the Sixteenth 

New York Cavalry were not the only ones to enjoy a payday for Booth’s 

capture and Herold’s arrest. James O’Beirne, H. H. Wells, George Cot-

tingham, and Alexander Lovett were awarded $1,000 each for their roles 

in the manhunt. 

And then there were the other rewards. Nine men received bounties 

for the capture of George Atzerodt. Sergeant Zachariah Gemmill got 

the most—$3,598.54—and seven others won subordinate rewards of 

$2,878.78 each. James W. Purdum, the citizen whose tip contributed to 

the German’s arrest, was paid the same. Major E. R. Artman, 213th 

Pennsylvania Volunteers, received $1,250. 

Ten claimants split the reward money set aside for the arrest of Lewis 

Powell. Compared with what some other manhunters received for less 

hazardous work, the bounty for capturing the dangerous Seward assas-

sin was not generous. Major H. W. Smith got the most, $1,000, and the 

other participants—Detective Richard Morgan, Eli Devore, Charles H. 

Rosch, Thomas Sampson, and William Wermerskirch—were paid $500 

each. Citizens John H. Kimball and P. W. Clark also received $500 each, 

and two women, Mary Ann Griffin and Susan Jackson—“colored”—re-

ceived the smallest rewards paid to anyone who shared in the bounty, 

just $250 each. 

The reward payments totaled $104,999.60, and the Treasury De-

partment issued warrants “in satisfaction of all claims,” to the dissatis-

faction of the many claimants—officers, soldiers, detectives, government 
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officials, citizens, and crackpots—who dreamed of cashing in on Stan-

ton’s April 20 proclamation, but who got nothing. 

Richard Garrett also made a claim against the government, not for 

helping capture Booth and Herold, but for the damage that the man-

hunters did to his property. His inventory was extensive. Two thousand 

dollars for one “tobacco house . . . framed on heavy cedar posts, plank 

floor throughout . . . furnished with all the fixtures for curing tobacco, 

including prize-press and sticks for hanging tobacco.” Then there were 

the contents, for which Garrett demanded $2,670: “One wheat-thresh-

ing machine (150); two stoves (25); one set large dining room tables 

(mahogany or walnut) (50); ten walnut chairs, cushioned seats (40); 

one feather bed (15); one shovel (1); two axes (3); five bushels sugar-

corn seed (7.50); five hundred pounds hay (10).” 

In addition, Garrett wanted $21.00 for the fifteen bushels of corn 

and 300 pounds of hay consumed by the horses of the Sixteenth New 

York. The government actually considered his claim, issued an offi cial 

report, and refused to pay him a cent, reasoning that he had, after all, 

been disloyal to the Union. 

Boston Corbett did enjoy additional compensation—fame. The 

public celebrated him as “Lincoln’s Avenger.” Citizens deluged him with 

fan mail, and he faithfully answered their letters, sometimes offering 

biographical tidbits, religious counsel, or occasionally a coveted, fi rst-

hand account of the events at Garrett’s farm. To the delight of auto-

graph seekers, Corbett made a point of signing these letters with his full 

name, rank, and unit. The following letters are typical. 

Clarendon Hotel/Washington, D.C./May 6 1865 My dear 

young friend I must give you an answer for you ask so pretty. 

May God Bless And Protect You and keep you from the snares 

of the Wicked One Who so prevailed with him who took the 

life of Our President. The Scripture says, Resist the Devil And 

he will flee from you . . . Boston Corbett/Sergt. Co. L. 16th 

N.Y. Cav. 
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Lincoln Barracks/Washington D.C./May 11th 1865 Dear 

Sir, In answer to Your request I would say that Booth was Shot 

on the Morning of the 26th of April 1865 Near Port Royal, 

Virginia at which place we Crossed the Rappahannock in 

Pursuit. He lived but a short time after he was Shot, 

Perhaps 3 hours, and at about Seven O’clock that Morning 

he died. Yours Truly/Boston Corbett/Sergt. Co. L. 16th 

N.Y. Cavalry. 

Incredibly, Corbett also corresponded with the assassin’s family. 

Corbett’s letter, long lost, its contents unknown, exists only as a shadow 

in Asia Booth Clarke’s memoir of her brother: “We regard Boston Cor-

bett as our deliverer, for by his shot he saved our brother from an igno-

minious death. . . . I returned Boston Corbett’s letter to him; he did not 

request it exactly, but I thought it honorable to do so and safer at the 

time not to retain it. . . . He is still living, but I know he is not happy. . . . May 

he have no regret.” 

Photographer Matthew Brady scored a coup over his rival Alexan-

der Gardner. Although Gardner had won the right to photograph the 

conspirators in irons on the navy ironclads, and also Booth’s autopsy, 

Brady secured an exclusive sitting with the man of the hour. Always 

alert to the commercial possibilities of his art, Brady arranged Corbett 

in a variety of poses: seated and standing, reading a book and looking at 

the camera, armed and unarmed. Brady even persuaded Lieutenant 

Doherty to join the session for a standing, double portrait with Corbett, 

each man decked out in full cavalry regalia. The greater the number of 

poses Brady could induce Corbett to assume, the more cartes-de-visite 

he could sell to a besotted public. Some lucky fans even got Corbett to 

autograph his photo for their albums. When he appeared in public, re-

ported one newspaper, “he has been greatly lionized, and on the streets 

was repeatedly surrounded by citizens, who occasionally manifested 

their appreciation by loud cheers.” 

A few dissenting voices, including the editors of the Chicago Tri-
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The man of the hour, Booth’s killer, Boston Corbett (top). 

Blood money—Corbett’s share of the $100,000 reward (bottom). 

bune, wondered why the men of the Sixteenth New York had to kill the 

assassin: “The general regret is that Booth was not taken alive, and the 

general disposition to complain that he might have been if a combined 

rush of twenty-eight men surrounding them had been made.” 

Beyond the reward money, Corbett profited little from his fame. 

Relic hunters offered fantastic sums for his Colt revolver, up to $1,000, 

but he refused to part with it. It wasn’t his to sell: the weapon had been 

purchased by the War Department and issued to the sergeant along 

with his uniform, saber, and other equipment. Then, not long after he 

shot Booth, somebody stole it from him, and it hasn’t been seen since. 

Boston Corbett was never punished for shooting Booth. He had vi-

olated no orders, and no one could prove that his true motive was any-

thing other than protecting his men. He had the reputation of a good 
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soldier. Luther Baker remembered that “he attended to his duties as a 

soldier very strictly, and seemed to have a good deal of dignity among 

the men.” But Baker also recalled something else about the eccentric, 

self-castrating, hard-fighting sergeant: “I noticed from the first that he 

had an odd expression.” 

Two and a half months after the death of John Wilkes 

Booth at Garrett’s farm, at around 11:00 a.m. on July 6, 1865, the clock 

began ticking down on one of the most dramatic events in the history 

of Washington, the epilogue of the manhunt for Lincoln’s killers. It 

began when Major General Winfield Scott Hancock rode to the Old Ar-

senal Penitentiary, now Fort Leslie McNair, carrying four sealed enve-

lopes from the War Department. They were addressed neatly in a clerk’s 

hand to four prisoners who had languished in solitary confi nement at 

the arsenal. 

Hancock handed the envelopes to Major General John F. Hartranft, 

commandant of the prison. Hartranft accepted the mail grimly. He sus-

pected, without even breaking the seals, what the envelopes contained, 

and the unpleasant duty that awaited him. Together, Hartranft and 

Hancock marched to the prison building and, walking down a long cor-

ridor from cell to cell, delivered the envelopes to their recipients—Lewis 

Powell, Mary Surratt, David Herold, and George Atzerodt. 

Torn open in fearful haste, the envelopes contained death warrants. 

Having been found guilty by a military commission of conspiring with 

John Wilkes Booth in the assassination of Abraham Lincoln and the at-

tempted assassination of Secretary of State William Seward, the letters 

informed Powell, Surratt, Herold, and Atzerodt that they were to be put 

to death by hanging. 

For the defendants, that news was bad enough, but the rest was 

equally shocking. By order of President Andrew Johnson, they would be 

hanged the next day, on July 7. Hartranft left the stunned prisoners, 

who had less than a day to live, to contemplate their fates. He had work 
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to do. Did anyone at the fort know how to build a scaffold? Or how to 

tie a noose? 

The rapid conviction, sentencing, and execution of the Lincoln as-

sassination conspirators ended a trial that had meandered through May 

and June. The archfiend Booth was dead, but eight members of his sup-

porting cast took center stage in his absence. 

Johnson, under pressure by Edwin Stanton, had ordered that eight 

members of Booth’s supporting cast be tried by a military tribunal, a 

controversial move that provoked objections from Secretary of the 

Navy Gideon Welles and Lincoln’s first attorney general, Edward Bates. 

The trial proceeded anyway and became the great focus for that spring 

and summer. By the time it was over, the commission had been in ses-

sion for seven weeks, had taken the testimony of 366 witnesses and had 

produced a transcript of 4,900 pages. 

On June 29, the commission went into secret session. After such a 

long and complicated trial, observers thought that it might take weeks 

to reach verdicts. But the end came more quickly. After deliberating just 

a few days, the tribunal presented the verdicts and sentences to Johnson 

on July 5. He approved them at once, and the next day Hancock carried 

the execution orders to the prison. 

The residents of Washington did not know until the Evening Star 

came off the press on the afternoon of July 6 that four conspirators 

would hang the next day. Indeed, it was from the newspapers that Sur-

ratt’s attorneys learned their client would die. Newsboys rushed onto 

Pennsylvania Avenue, hawking the issue to eager readers: “Extra. Mrs. 

Surratt, Payne, Herold and Atzerodt to be Hung!! The Sentences to be 

Executed Tomorrow!! Mudd, Arnold, and O’Laughlin to be Imprisoned 

for Life! Spangler to be Imprisoned for Six Years!” 

As evening passed and night fell, the news caused a flurry of activity 

throughout Washington. Reporters converged on the Old Arsenal, but 

Hartranft barred them from interviewing the condemned. Frustrated 

but refusing to be outwitted, the gentlemen of the press spied on the 

prisoners through cell windows, and recorded in their notebooks the 
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last visits of family members and how the condemned behaved. In 

the courtyard, soldiers labored through the night building a scaffold 

while the hangman prepared four nooses from thirty-one-strand, two-

thirds-inch Boston hemp, supplied by the Navy Yard. 

Mrs. Surratt’s supporters, including her daughter, rushed to the Ex-

ecutive Mansion to beg Johnson for mercy. He would not see them or 

be swayed. In a daring, last-minute legal maneuver, the Surratt attor-

neys got a civil court judge to issue a writ of habeas corpus ordering the 

army to release her into civilian custody. Johnson ended her last hope 

by suspending the writ the next morning. 

Elsewhere in Washington that night, others reveled at the news of 

the impending hangings. A pass to the execution—fewer than two hun-

dred were printed—was the hottest ticket in town. Crowds besieged 

Hancock in the streets and at his hotel, the Metropolitan. According to 

the Evening Star, “his letterbox was filled with letters and cards that pro-

jected like a fan, and for a time the entrances to the hotel were com-

pletely blockaded.” Curiosity seekers needed no pass to surround 

Surratt’s boardinghouse on H Street. The house where the conspirators 

held their meetings became, in the words of one reporter, “the cynosure 

of hundreds of curious eyes.” 

By order of President Johnson, the execution was scheduled to take 

place between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m., July 7. At exactly 1:02 p.m., the 

prisoners, with Surratt at their head, were paraded single file into the 

courtyard, past four pine boxes and four freshly dug graves, and up 

the scaffold steps. Terrified, and wearing a black alpaca dress and black 

veil that completely concealed her face, Mary Surratt could barely walk 

and needed soldiers and her priests to support her. 

Lewis Powell strutted jauntily without fear, “like a king about to 

be crowned,” according to a reporter. David Herold and George Atze-

rodt shuffled along fretfully. It was a bright, blazing hot Washington 

summer day. Courteous officers shielded Surratt with parasols and 

placed a white handkerchief atop Atzerodt’s head to protect him from 

the sun. 
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The condemned were bound with strips of linen, had nooses looped 

around their necks and white hoods drawn over their heads. The hang-

man, who had come to admire Powell’s stoicism, whispered into his ear 

as he tightened the noose: “I want you to die quick.” 

The giant who had nearly stabbed the secretary of state to death re-

plied,“You know best.” 

Surratt pleaded to those near her, “Please don’t let me fall.” When 

she complained that her wrists had been bound too tightly, a soldier 

retorted,“Well, it won’t hurt long.” 

Moments before the drop, Atzerodt cried out, “God help me now! 

Oh! Oh! Oh!” His last word was still on his lips when, at 1:26 p.m., he 

and the others dropped to their deaths, a moment preserved forever by 

photographer Alexander Gardner, whose execution series remains the 

most shocking set of American historical photos ever made. 

That night, a mob celebrated the execution by attacking Surratt’s 

boardinghouse to strip it of souvenirs, until the police drove them off. 

John Surratt, still hiding in Canada, read about his mother’s execution 

in the newspapers. He had fled the United States, arriving in Montreal 

on April 17. From there he traveled about thirty miles east to St. Liboire. 

A parish priest, Father Charles Boucher, gave sanctuary to the former 

Catholic seminarian, and Surratt remained there in hiding from mid-

April through the trial, conviction, sentencing, and hanging of his 

mother. He followed the trial by reading the papers, and through secret 

correspondence with friends in Washington. In all that time, from the 

end of April to the first week of July, Surratt made no effort to save his 

mother from the gallows. Later, he blamed his friends for failing to in-

form him about the true peril that Mary Surratt faced. 

Just hours after the hanging, as the bodies of the conspirators rested 

in the pine ammunition crates that served as coffins, the editors of the 

Evening Star pronounced their satisfaction with the day’s work: “The 

last act of the tragedy of the 19th century is ended, and the curtain 

dropped forever upon the lives of its actors. Payne, Herold, Atzerodt 

and Mrs. Surratt have paid the penalty of their awful crime. . . . In the 
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bright sunlight of this summer day . . . the wretched criminals have been 

hurried into eternity; and tonight, will be hidden in despised graves, 

loaded with the execrations of mankind.” 

Lewis Powell, David Herold, and George Azterodt, reunited in the 

grave with John Wilkes Booth, together again, just as they were that ter-

rible Good Friday evening of April 1865, the night that the chase for 

Abraham Lincoln’s killer began. 

But Lincoln’s assassin had not reached his final rest-

ing place. There remained one, final manhunt for him. February 1869 

was the last month of Andrew Johnson’s troubled presidency. On March 

4, the great hero of the Civil War, General Ulysses S. Grant, would take 

the oath of office. Soon Johnson’s name would be eclipsed, an ephem-

eral interlude between the old administration of the martyred Lincoln 

and the new one of the hero Grant. Whatever his reputation, Johnson 

still possessed the full executive authority of the presidency—including 

the pardon power—until his final day in offi ce. 

It had been almost four years since the assassination of Abraham 

Lincoln and the great conspiracy trial. The raw wounds of April 1865 

had, at least in part, healed. Indeed, when John Surratt Jr., who had fl ed 

America after Lincoln’s murder, was captured in Europe in 1866 and 

brought back to the United States for trial in 1867, he was tried, not by 

the military tribunal that condemned his mother, but by a civil court. 

And, after a proceeding that produced a voluminous, two-volume tran-

script of 1,383 printed pages, he was freed. The passions of 1865 had 

subsided, and President Johnson’s thoughts turned to three of the con-

victed conspirators who had escaped hanging in July 1865—Dr. Samuel 

Mudd, Samuel Arnold, and Edman Spangler. The fourth, Michael 

O’Laughlen, had died in prison. Mudd and Arnold, serving life sen-

tences, and Spangler, sentenced to six years, all languished in the Ameri-

can Devil’s Island, the faraway military prison at Dry Tortugas, Florida. 
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On February 8, 1869, President Johnson pardoned Mudd, and soon 

thereafter Arnold and Spangler. They had survived the manhunt, and 

now they were free. And, freed from the grave by an order of the presi-

dent transmitted the same day, was the body of Mary Surratt. Her 

daughter, Anna, had her remains disinterred from the Old Arsenal and 

buried the next day at Washington’s Mount Olivet Cemetery. 

In New York City, one man followed the news with keen interest. He 

had waited patiently for this day, for he, too, sought to redeem a loved 

one. He sat at his desk and began writing a letter to the president. 

N.Y. Febry 10th, 1869 

PRIVATE. 

Dear Sir— 

May I not now ask your kind consideration of my poor 

Mother’s request in relation to her son’s remains? 

The bearer of this (Mr. John Weaver) is sexton of CHRIST 

CHURCH, Baltimore, who will observe the strictest secrecy in 

this matter—and you may rest assured that none in my family 

desire its publicity. 

Unable to visit Washington I have deputed Mr. Weaver— 

in whom I Have the fullest Confidence, and I beg that you will 

not delay in ordering the body to be given to his care. 

He will retain it (placing it in his vault) until such time 

as we can remove other members of our family to the 

BALTIMORE CEMETERY, and thus prevent any special 

notice of it. 

There is also (I am told) a trunk of his at the National 

Hotel—which I once applied for but was refused—it being 

under the seal of the War Dept., it may contain relics of the 

poor misguided boy—which would be dear to his sorrowing 

mother, and of no use to anyone. Your Excellency would 



3 6 8  �  M A N H U N T  

greatly lessen the crushing weight of grief that is hurrying 

my Mother to the grave by giving immediate orders for the 

safe delivery of the remains of John Wilkes Booth to 

Mr. Weaver. 

Edwin Booth 

Five days later, Andrew Johnson ordered the War Department, no 

longer the domain of the once all-powerful Edwin Stanton, to surren-

der the body of Lincoln’s assassin to his family. A Washington, D.C., 

undertaker, Harvey and Marr, picked up the body in a wagon and drove 

into town, and down a familiar alley to a shed behind the funeral estab-

lishment. The sturdy wood crate was unloaded and brought inside. 

John Wilkes Booth would have recognized the little shed. Once it was 

a stable, fi tted out for him by a man named Ned Spangler. Booth had 

returned to Baptist Alley, behind Ford’s Theatre, where the manhunt 

began. 

The Washington Evening Star remarked on the delicious irony: “It is 

a strange coincidence that the remains of J. Wilkes Booth should yester-

day have been temporarily deposited in the stable, in the rear of Ford’s 

Theatre, in which he kept his horse, and fronting on the alley through 

which he made his escape on the night he assassinated President Lin-

coln. The remains were deposited in the stable by the undertakers . . . in 

order to baffle the crowd who had besieged their establishment, on 

F Street, to satisfy their curiosity by a sight of the body.” 

From there, Edwin Booth had his brother whisked away to Balti-

more, where the remains rested for the next four months in a vault at 

Green Mount Cemetery. On June 26, 1869, John Wilkes Booth was bur-

ied quietly in the family plot at Green Mount. No headstone marks his 

grave. He lies there still, his epitaph carved not on cold stone or marble, 

but in his sister’s forgiving heart. Asia Booth’s loving memoir to her 

brother closes with a graveside elegy: 

“But, granting that he died in vain, yet he gave his all on earth, youth, 

beauty, manhood, a great human love, the certainty of excellence in his 
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profession, a powerful brain, the strength of an athlete, health and great 

wealth, for ‘his cause.’ This man was noble in life, he periled his immor-

tal soul, and he was brave in death. Already his hidden remains are given 

Christian burial, and strangers have piled his grave with fl owers. 

“ ‘So runs the world away.’” 





Epilogue 

A sia Booth gave birth to twins in August 1865. One was 

a boy, but she dared not name him John. When he grew older, 

many remarked that he resembled his notorious uncle. Asia stayed mar-

ried to John Sleeper Clarke, who prospered in England as a celebrated 

comedian, but who denied her a happy life. “He lives in mystery and si-

lence as far as I am concerned,” Asia complained. “He lives a free going 

bachelor life and does what he likes.” In 1879 she wrote to her brother 

Edwin, “I am so tired of his dukelike haughtiness—his icy indifference, 

and so disgusted with the many false things he tells me.” She remem-

bered her brother John’s prophetic warning before her marriage—she 

would only be Clarke’s stepping-stone. Now Clarke was famous in his 

own right, and Asia and her blackened name were no longer of any use 

to him. “It is marvelous how he hates me—the mother of nine babies— 

but I am a Booth—that is suffi cient.” 

Asia could keep a secret, too. Unbeknownst to John Sleeper Clarke, 

in 1874 she began writing a memoir to honor her dead brother. Fearing 

that her husband would burn the manuscript if he ever found it, she 

entrusted it to confidantes. It was not published until 1938, fi fty years 

after her death, and sixty-four years after she wrote it. Her brother John 

had assassinated Abraham Lincoln seventy-four years ago. Asia Booth 

Clarke died in England on May 16, 1888, at the age of fifty-two. She had 
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wanted to come home and rejoin her family in America. On June 1, she 

was buried in Green Mount Cemetery in Baltimore. She rests in the 

Booth family plot, near her brother John. 

Clara Harris and Henry Rathbone married in 1867, had 

three children, and moved to Hanover, Germany. No one ever blamed 

Rathbone for the night at Ford’s Theatre. He was a social guest, not Lin-

coln’s bodyguard. He wasn’t assigned the duty of protecting the presi-

dent. And he didn’t see Booth until after the actor fired his pistol. Still, 

he was an army offi cer. And he was in the box. Fortunately for Rath-

bone, it did not become widely known that he had asked Dr. Leale to 

treat his wound before treating Lincoln’s. Nor did anyone suggest that 

he didn’t seem to fight quite as hard as Sergeant Robinson or the Seward 

boys. George Robinson had submitted himself repeatedly to the pun-

ishment of Powell’s knife, and the sergeant would not have abandoned 

his patient until Powell stabbed him to death. Rathbone, in contrast, 

had fl inched upon first contact with Booth’s avenging blade. Perhaps he 

should have made Booth cut him again. 

Clara would have been better off if John Wilkes Booth had stabbed 

her fiancé again and slain him at Ford’s Theatre on April 14, 1865. If 

Booth had served her that night, then she would have survived the night 

eighteen years later when, on December 23, 1883, Henry, after behaving 

oddly and menacing the children, murdered Clara in their home. In a 

bizarre, chilling reminder of Booth’s crime, Henry selected the assassin’s 

weapons of choice—the pistol and the knife. Rathbone shot his wife 

and then stabbed her to death. Then he tried to commit suicide with the 

same blade. It was a brutal, bloody crime that harkened back to the hor-

rific scene in the president’s box. But this time Clara’s dress was drenched 

not with Henry’s blood, but her own. Henry never returned to America 

and lived out his remaining days in a German asylum. 
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Boston Corbett’s life unfolded as oddly as one might 

have guessed. His fame lasted a season, climaxing with his appearance 

in a front-page woodcut in Frank Leslie’s, and his May 17 appearance as 

a witness at the conspiracy trial. Soon the fan letters dwindled to a 

trickle, then ceased. Photographers no longer begged to take his picture. 

On September 9, 1865, he wrote to Edward Doherty about his share of 

the reward, seeking advice on how best to pursue his claim: should he 

hire Doherty’s lawyer or find one of his own. On August 9, 1866, the 

U.S. Treasury issued him a warrant in the amount of $1,653.84. Corbett 

left the army, moved west, and got a job as assistant doorkeeper of the 

Kansas House of Representatives. That sinecure ended on the day in 

1887 when he drew a revolver and held the legislature hostage at gun-

point. Confined to the Topeka asylum, he escaped in 1888, and then 

vanished from history. Nobody knows for sure what happened to him. 

Perhaps he ended his days still preaching warnings against “the snares 

of the evil one.” 

Thomas A. Jones kept the secret of the pine thicket 

and Booth’s river crossing for eighteen years, until, in 1883, he divulged 

the tale to George Alfred Townsend. Later, Jones wrote a book about his 

adventures: “J. Wilkes Booth. An Account of His Sojourn in Southern 

Maryland after the Assassination of Abraham Lincoln, his Passage Across 

the Potomac, and his death in Virginia. By Thomas A. Jones. The only liv-

ing man who can tell the story.” In 1893, he traveled north to Chicago to 

have his manuscript published there by a local printer, and he set up a 

stand to sell books at the World’s Columbian Exposition. According to 

legend, outraged Union veterans attacked the display and destroyed his 

stock of books. Today the slim volume, now a rare book, remains a 

priceless, firsthand account from the manhunt. 

In an odd twist, Jones became an amateur dealer in Lincoln assassi-

nation memorabilia, scouting Washington and its environs for coveted 

objects he supplied to collectors. Twenty-five years after the assassina-
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tion, he advised a customer that reward posters were impossible to fi nd, 

and that an original April 14 Ford’s Theatre playbill for Our American 

Cousin could not be had for less than one hundred dollars. Jones traf-

ficked in photos of the Petersen House and of Mary Surratt’s boarding-

house, and he offered to locate photos of Boston Corbett. “I have had a 

good deal of work to do to get said pictures,” Jones advised one of his 

collectors. “You might have looked Washington over for six months and 

I doubt whether you could have found the pictures you will get through 

me.” Jones even tried to track down his battered old skiff, the one that 

carried Booth and Herold across the Potomac. That relic would make a 

sensational collector’s prize. The search turned up more rare photos. 

“When I had been looking around the City to see if I could find out any 

thing about the Boat that Booth went across the River in,” Jones ex-

plained, he found a soldier who told him that if he went to a “certain 

house” at the old arsenal, he would make an interesting discovery—four 

of Gardner’s photos of the hanging. “The house that the President died 

in is just the same as when the President died,” Jones informed a cus-

tomer, except for Oldroyd’s sign out front. Thomas Jones died in March 

1895. He was seventy-four years old. 

Other survivors of the manhunt traded on their mem-

ories, too. In 1867, Colonel Lafayette C. Baker published a now forgot-

ten and shabby book, History of the United States Secret Service, that was 

anything but a true history. Baker exaggerated not only his importance 

in the chase for Booth, but in the entire Civil War. He died in 1868. 

His cousin Luther Byron Baker survived him and, by the late 1880s, 

went on the lecture circuit and became the most successful of the post-

assassination entrepreneurs. Armed with a professional manager, a va-

riety of posters, and a four-page promotional brochure crammed with 

testimonials from satisfied customers, Baker delivered dozens of paid 

lectures over the next eight years until his death in May 1896, at age 

sixty-six. 
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At his lectures Baker sold a substantial souvenir: a large-format, 

seven-and-five-eighths-by-nine-inch, cardboard-backed, so-called com-

bination picture that depicted Baker riding his horse “Buckskin,” the duo 

surrounded by images of Booth, Corbett, and Lincoln. A descriptive la-

bel pasted on the reverse, and written in the purported voice of Buck-

skin, described the horse’s participation in the manhunt. A concluding 

note, autographed by Baker, verified the animal’s story. It was one of the 

most fetching Lincoln assassination trinkets ever concocted. Death did 

not end Buckskin’s role as Baker’s lecture companion. A taxidermy stu-

dent at the Michigan State Agricultural College stuffed him, and the ven-

erable manhunter stood proudly—albeit mutely—onstage with Baker 

as an unforgettable prop. 

John H. Surratt Jr. enjoyed less success as a lecturer. 

In 1870, fi ve years after the assassination—and his mother’s hang-

ing—and just three years after his own trial, Surratt tried to exploit his 

story on the lecture circuit. 

He certainly had an amazing story to tell. After his mother’s hang-

ing, John Surratt decided that fleeing to Europe offered him the best 

chance of survival. In September he traveled from St. Liboire to Mon-

treal, moved on to Quebec, sailed to Liverpool, and continued to Rome, 

where, under the name “John Watson,” he joined the Papal Zouaves, the 

colorfully uniformed army of the Papal States. Surratt blended in with 

this Catholic milieu, and he felt safely beyond the reach of the man-

hunters. But in April 1866, around the first anniversary of Lincoln’s as-

sassination, a fellow Zouave who recognized Surratt informed on him. 

Booth’s coconspirator was arrested at Verdi on November 7. He escaped 

from Velletri prison the next day. While walking under guard near the 

edge of an overlook, Surratt glanced over the precipice. He saw jagged 

rocks twenty or thirty feet below, and, beyond them, a steep drop down 

a cliff. Before his guards could restrain him, Surratt, in an escape wor-

thy of John Wilkes Booth, grabbed the balustrade, leaped over it, and 
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tumbled to the rocks. Fortunately for Surratt, he landed uninjured. The 

rocks where he fell were the prison’s waste dump, and a voluminous, 

filthy pile of human excrement and garbage cushioned his fall. 

Surratt fled the Papal States and crossed into the Kingdom of Italy. 

Proceeding to Naples, and impersonating a Canadian citizen, he tricked 

the British consul into gaining him passage on a steamer headed for Al-

exandria, Egypt. But when Surratt disembarked on November 23, 1866, 

American officials were waiting for him. He was seized and shipped back 

to America on a U.S. Navy warship. John Surratt landed at the Washing-

ton Navy Yard on February 19, 1867, and was imprisoned immediately. 

His trial before a civil court, and not the military tribunal that con-

demned his mother, lasted from June through August 1867. The jury 

was unable to reach a verdict, and he was released. He was charged again 

in June 1868, but in November the charges were dismissed. John Surratt 

was a free man. His mother was dead, he had been exposed as a leader in 

a plot to kidnap President Lincoln, and he had earned the reputation of 

a coward who had abandoned his mother to die. But at least he was alive. 

If he had been captured in 1865 and tried by military tribunal, he cer-

tainly would have been convicted, and would likely have been executed. 

Surratt got up a talk, went to Rockville, Maryland, and on Decem-

ber 6, 1870, made his first public appearance trading on his friend-

ship with John Wilkes Booth and his involvement in the kidnapping 

plot. Surratt had the audacity to lecture in New York City at The 

Cooper Union, the site of Abraham Lincoln’s triumphant February 

1860 address that propelled him to the presidency. Emboldened, he 

decided to return to the scene of the crime, Washington. He had large, 

at tractively designed posters printed to advertise his appearance at the 

Odd Fellows Hall on Seventh Street, above D, on December 30, 1870. 

His mother’s boardinghouse and Ford’s Theatre were just a few blocks 

away. But it was too soon. Citizens complained and, despite Surratt’s 

boast in his poster that, “all reports to the contrary notwithstanding,” 

he would “most positively” deliver his lecture, the event was canceled. A 
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 John Surratt 

conspirators, he died 

in April 1916. 

Secretary of 

State William 

Seward and his 

sons survived their 

wounds. For the rest 

of his life, until his 

r found him hiding in a 

el room.

er lectured again. The 

last survivor of Booth’s 

death in 1872, William 

Seward preferred to turn 

the scarred half of his face 

away from the camera and 

The aftermath of Powell’s knife. pose in profile. A rare frontal 

portrait reveals how he car-

ried Lewis Powell’s terrible, disfiguring mark. Frederick recovered his 

senses after his grievous head wound, and he lived another fi fty years. 

But, in a family tragedy, death soon claimed the Seward women. In June 

1865, Frances died at age fifty-nine. Her weak constitution had suc-

cumbed to the stressful assassination attempt. But at least William 

Seward had been prepared for the possibility of his wife’s death. The 

next year he endured a staggering loss. His brave daughter, Fanny, who 

had fearlessly challenged Lewis Powell that awful, bloody night, left the 

world on October 29, 1866. Seward called her death his “great unspeak-

able sorrow.” Her passing, he wrote, left his dreams for the future “bro-

ken and destroyed forever.” Fanny was twenty-one years old. She would 

have been a wonderful writer. 
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Samuel Arnold lived long enough to write his mem-

oirs, and the Baltimore American newspaper serialized the manuscript 

in 1902. By then he was the sole surviving defendant from the Lincoln 

assassination conspiracy trial of 1865, and the only one who had ever 

written a full account of Booth’s kidnapping plot. He was also the only 

one who lived long enough to see the new century. He died on Septem-

ber 1, 1906. Arnold joined John Wilkes Booth and Michael O’Laughlen 

at Green Mount Cemetery. 

Dr. Mudd returned to his farm in 1869, happy to be free 

of the black prison guards he despised. Soon Ned Spangler journeyed 

there, and Mudd took him in until Ned’s death on February 7, 1875. 

Samuel Mudd passed on in 1883. Before he died, he confessed privately 

to Samuel Cox Jr. the truth about the night of April 14, 1865: Mudd ad-

mitted that he had known all along that the injured stranger at his door 

was John Wilkes Booth. After the doctor’s death, one of his lawyers con-

firmed it. In 1906, Samuel Mudd’s daughter published a collection of 

his letters, and in 1936, a Hollywood motion picture, The Prisoner of 

Shark Island, portrayed Mudd as an innocent country doctor obeying 

his Hippocratic oath, deceived by Lincoln’s assassin. That false image 

took hold in the popular mind, and, to this day, many Americans still 

believe the myth that Dr. Mudd and his descendants have toiled assidu-

ously for more than a century to perpetuate. 

Edwin M. Stanton died in 1869, the same year that John 

Wilkes Booth escaped the secret grave to which Lincoln’s secretary of 

war had condemned him. After the manhunt and conspiracy trial, Stan-

ton’s career went into eclipse under the controversial, impeachment-

tainted Johnson presidency. When Johnson tried to fire him, Stanton 
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refused to surrender his War Department office. General Grant as-

sumed the presidency in 1869, and in December he nominated Stanton 

to be an associate justice on the U.S. Supreme Court. But Lincoln’s right 

hand died later that month before he could join the court. 

Stanton lived long enough to see much of the work of the manhunt 

undone. Public sympathy for Mary Surratt bloomed; he was accused of 

suppressing and tampering with Booth’s diary, and Congress investi-

gated; he saw Booth, Surratt, Powell, Herold, Atzerodt, and O’Laughlen 

emerge from their graves; saw the three survivors Mudd, Arnold, and 

Spangler pardoned; and saw the fugitive John Surratt Jr., who had es-

caped him in April of 1865, captured, tried, and freed. Perhaps it was 

best that Stanton did not live to see Surratt dare to boast of his role in 

the great crime and attempt to profit from the murder of Stanton’s 

commander in chief—and friend. 

Stanton’s sudden death—he was only fi fty-fi ve—troubled Robert 

Lincoln and took him back four years, to the rear bedroom of the Pe-

tersen House. As soon as Robert heard the sad news, he sent a letter to 

Stanton’s son: “I know that it is useless to say anything . . . and yet when I 

recall the kindness of your father to me, when my father was lying dead 

and I felt utterly desperate, hardly able to realize the truth, I am as little 

able to keep my eyes from filling with tears as he was then.” Edwin Stan-

ton was buried at Oak Hill Cemetery in Georgetown, not far from the 

stone chapel where Abraham Lincoln held a small funeral service for 

his son Willie. Few people visit his grave. If you drive down R Street, 

you can see it from your car: the weathered, white obelisk just a few 

yards behind the formidable, spike-topped iron fence, standing sentinel 

over his rest. 

A century later, at another cemetery, misguided anti-

quarians buried Lewis Powell’s remains with honors. His body had van-

ished long ago. Disinterred from the old arsenal in 1869, Powell was 

reburied in Holmead Cemetery in Washington. Soon that burial ground 
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went defunct, and Powell’s corpse, or so it was thought, became lost. In 

fact, his body, or at least a portion of it, went temporarily to the Army 

Medical Museum, and then ended up in the anthropological collections 

of the Smithsonian Institution. In 1993, somebody discovered his head, 

still neatly labeled, at the national museum. Powell sympathizers gained 

possession of the skull, transported it to his native Florida, sealed it in a 

miniature, hatbox-size coffin, and buried it on November 11—Veterans 

Day—1994. Powell’s headless skeleton was never found, and his bones 

lie moldering in some unknown grave—or perhaps in the labyrinthine 

storage vaults of the Smithsonian. And so Seward’s violent assassin 

rests, if not in peace, then in pieces. 

Today you can drive there from Washington, D.C., in a 

couple of hours. Several landmarks point the way: an antebellum brick 

row house in the middle of Washington’s Chinatown; a Civil War era 

roadside tavern in Clinton, Maryland; a modest farmhouse hidden 

nearly from view in the Maryland countryside; an old hotel in Bryan-

town, Maryland; several nondescript homes in Virginia, their century-

and-a-half-old clapboards covered by cheap aluminum siding. When 

you arrive at Garrett’s farm, there isn’t much to see. A few scattered trees 

survive from the dark forest that once grew there. The farmhouse over-

looking the tobacco barn where it happened perished from rot and ne-

glect long ago. Relic hunters, like locusts in a wheat field, carried off 

every last fragment of board and timber that time hadn’t ravaged. Some 

of them have even driven shovels into the site of the burning barn, in 

hopes of excavating charred embers from the earth. 

If you go in summer when the grass is tall, it’s hard to spot the iron 

pipe and homemade tag that somebody pounded into the ground to 

mark the spot where the farmhouse once stood. But if you go in the 

spring, perhaps on April 26, the anniversary, you’ll see it—the place 

where, in the middle of the night, the chase for Lincoln’s killer came to 

an end. 
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The place where it began still stands in Washington, looming over 

Tenth Street. After the assassination, Ford’s Theatre survived arson, 

abandonment, and disaster. Stanton vowed that the site of Lincoln’s 

murder must never again serve as a house of laughter and public enter-

tainment. He surrounded the theatre with guards, ordered it closed, 

and confined John T. Ford in the Old Capitol prison for thirty-nine 

days. Some cabinet members objected to the confi scation, but Stanton 

was adamant: that “dreadful house” would never open again. Others 

agreed—there were at least two attempts to burn it down. And the Army 

and Navy Journal spoke for many in applauding Stanton’s decisiveness. 

If Ford “did not know enough, of himself, to close its career as a play-

house, it is fortunate that there is a man in Washington competent and 

spirited enough to give the instruction.” Then the government relented 

and, on July 7, 1865—the day that Powell, Surratt, Herold, and Atzerodt 

went to the gallows—gave the theatre back to John Ford. When he an-

nounced his intention to reopen it, the public was outraged, and Ford 

received a number of threats. “You must not think of opening tomor-

row night,” warned one letter. “I can assure you that it will not be toler-

ated. You must dispose of the property in some other way. Take even 

fifty thousand for it and build another and you will be generously sup-

ported. But do not attempt to open it again.” The anonymous threat 

was signed by “One of many determined to prevent it.” 

It was too much for Stanton. He seized Ford’s Theatre again in the 

name of public safety. The government sentenced the building to death 

as a playhouse, and paid a contractor $28,500 to gut the interior. All evi-

dence of its appearance on the night of April 14, 1865—the gaslights, 

the decorations, the furniture, the stage, and the president’s box—van-

ished, either destroyed or carted away. By late November 1865, a little 

more than seven months after the assassination, the once beautiful the-

atre had been defaced beyond recognition and relegated to a drab, 

three-fl oor office building. The Record and Pension Bureau of Stanton’s 

War Department moved in and crammed the space with government 

clerks and tens of thousands of pounds of files. In 1866, the govern-
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ment bought Ford’s Theatre from John Ford for $100,000. In 1867, the 

top floor became the new home of the Army Medical Museum for the 

next twenty years, as if this place had not already seen enough horror 

and death. One day, on June 9, 1893, somebody filed one piece of paper 

too many, and the excessive load of tons of documents and offi ce equip-

ment caused all the floors to collapse, crushing twenty-two clerks to 

death, and crippling or injuring sixty-eight more. 

Restored in the 1960s to its former glory, Ford’s Theatre lives again 

as both a museum and a working playhouse. Presidents come here again 

for annual galas, though none sits in the president’s box. The restora-

tion was intended as a tribute to Abraham Lincoln, but Ford’s has also, 

inevitably, become a memorial to his assassin. The theatre is dressed to 

appear just as it did on the night of April 14, 1865. The state box is fes-

tooned with flags, and the framed engraving of George Washington 

that hangs from the front of the box is the actual one that witnessed 

Booth’s leap to the stage. You can follow Booth’s steps up the curving 

staircase, retrace his path to the box, enter the vestibule, and re-create 

his view of Lincoln’s rocking chair. You can sit in the audience and, 

while listening to a National Park Service historian lecture on the assas-

sination, you can stare up at the box and imagine Booth suspended mo-

mentarily in midair, at the apex of his leap. 

John Wilkes Booth would have loved it: An entire museum—one of 

the most popular in America—devoted to his crime.“I must have fame,” 

he once exhorted himself, “fame.” He has it at Ford’s Theatre, his endur-

ing monument where he is always onstage, forever famous. His fame is 

of a peculiar kind. Booth was reviled as a fiend during the manhunt. 

The newspaper editorials, letters from private citizens, mob violence, 

and the treatment of his body are proof enough of that. Yes, in some 

quarters there were those who hated Lincoln and admired Booth, but 

the devotees of the cult of “Our Brutus” dared not express public sym-

pathy for the assassin. Then, over time, something changed. Booth be-

came part of American folklore and his image morphed from evil 

murderer of a president into fascinating antihero—the brooding, mis-
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guided, romantic, and tragic assassin. Booth is not celebrated for the 

murder, but he has in some way been forgiven for it. What else can ex-

plain the presence of large street banners, decorated with the assassin’s 

photo, hanging from lampposts along his F Street escape route, direct-

ing tourists to Ford’s Theatre? In comparison, the display of Lee Harvey 

Oswald banners in Dallas, or James Earl Ray banners in Memphis, 

would be obscene. 

Asia Booth foresaw the trajectory of her brother’s fame, and she 

tried to help set it in motion in her secret book. To Asia, Abraham Lin-

coln and John Wilkes Booth were paired, tragic figures destined to die 

and bring about a transcendent healing between North and South. Her 

brother “ ‘saved his country from a king,’ but he created for her a 

martyr. . . . He set the stamp of greatness on an epoch of history, and 

gave all he had to build this enduring monument to his foe . . . [t]he 

South avenged the wrongs inflicted by the North. A life inexpressibly 

dear was sacrifi ced wildly for what its possessor deemed best. The life 

best beloved by the North was dashed madly out when most trium-

phant. Let the blood of both cement the indissoluble union of our 

country.” 

The legend of John Wilkes Booth began within weeks of the man-

hunt and his death at Garrett’s farm. A minister in Texas wrote a poem 

honoring Booth. In New York City, on May 24, 1865, less than a month 

after Booth’s death, a publisher announced the release of Dion Haco’s 

novel The Assassinator, the fi rst fictional account of the murder and 

manhunt. A clever blending of facts drawn from newspaper accounts, 

invented dialogue, and fantasy scenes, Haco sensationalized Booth’s life 

and implicated the sad, suicidal Ella Turner in the plot against Lincoln. 

Ella,“an impetuous and wilful creature,” wrote Haco, pursued Booth as 

her lover: “My determination is fixed to have that man.” She sensed that 

the actor was a man of destiny: “Ella saw that his piercing black eyes 

were lit up almost with a supernatural light. He seemed to be peering 

through the dim vista of the future and reading from its pages his 

name.” Haco’s purple prose led Booth inexorably to the manhunt’s cli-
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max at Garrett’s barn: “before him a sea of flame, ready to engulf him; 

beyond the grave a greater sea of flame awaiting him.” The novel closed 

with lurid details of the assassin’s autopsy, titillating its readers with 

fantastic images of the corpse’s mutilation: “the head and heart taken 

from it to be deposited in the Medical Museum,” with the headless and 

heartless trunk “consigned to the care of the secret agents.” The novel 

leaves poor Ella, alone and bereft, clutching her assassin-lover’s photo, 

“covering it with kisses.” 

Before the year was out, artists had memorialized Lincoln’s assassin 

in wax and in heroically sized oil paintings. A poster for “Terry’s Pan-

orama of the War!” advertised “a stupendous work of art” that depicted 

“startling, terrible and bloody scenes” fresh from the “carnival of trea-

son” by the celebrated artist H. L. Tyng of Boston. The ad promised the 

viewer a series of paintings, each one seven feet wide and fi fteen to 

twenty feet tall. “Assassination of Lincoln! And Secretary Seward! Life-

Size Portrait of Booth, The Assassin!”—all for the modest admission 

fee of 25 cents for adults and 15 cents for children. 

Another art exhibition, “Col. Orr’s Grand Museum,” outdid even 

Terry’s Panorama. “The Assassination!” screamed the headline of a 

poster advertising a traveling wax museum of murder. The sculptor, 

“Sig. Vanodi the greatest living worker in wax,” boasted the broadside, 

had created life-size figures of “President Lincoln, Mrs. Lincoln, Secre-

tary Seward and Booth and Payne, the Assassins!” The exhibitor gave 

potential customers fair warning: “The figures have now been com-

pleted—under the magic touch of the Artist, they spring into an exis-

tence almost real . . . so natural, perfect and life like, that as we gaze upon 

the assassins we shudder, lest again some fiendish deed be enacted.” Orr 

constructed a replica of the president’s box, seated the wax Lincolns in 

it, and positioned the assassin behind them: “Booth,” the poster prom-

ised, “is made to preserve the precise attitude in which he leveled his 

weapon at the head of the president and fired the murderous shot.” Ad-

ditional wax tableaux depicted the capture of Herold and the shooting 

of Booth. 
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The mythologizing of Lincoln’s assassin continued in the years 

ahead. In 1868, Dunbar Hylton published a 108-page poem about him, 

“The Præsidicide.” The same year, in New Orleans, a publisher released 

a sympathetic piece of sheet music—“Our Brutus”—emblazoned with 

a handsome, full-page lithograph of the assassin. Soon a myth arose 

that the man killed at Garrett’s farm was not John Wilkes Booth, and 

that the actor had escaped and fled to the American West, where he lived 

under a false name. The truth that Booth had died near Port Royal, Vir-

ginia, on April 26, 1865, could not suppress the bizarre stories. By the 

close of the ninteenth century, several men had claimed to be Booth. A 

lawyer named Finis Bates claimed that the assassin was his client, and in 

1903 he published a wildly popular book titled The Escape and Suicide 

of John Wilkes Booth. When this false Booth died, allegedly by his own 

hand, his mummy was exhibited for years at traveling carnivals. It sur-

vives to this day, hidden in a private collection. In 1937, a woman wrote 

a preposterous book claiming that Booth had survived the night at Gar-

rett’s farm, lived a secret life, and fathered a child. The proof? Why, the 

author was the assassin’s granddaughter, of course. 

The survival myth of John Wilkes Booth, roaming across the land, 

evokes the traditional fate of the damned, of a cursed spirit who can 

find no rest. There is no doubt that Booth was the man who died at 

Garrett’s farm. But America’s first assassin, who took Father Abraham 

in his prime, who left a nation bereft, and who robbed us of the rest of 

the story, haunts us still. 

John Wilkes Booth did not get what he wanted. Yes, he did enjoy a 

singular success: he killed Abraham Lincoln. But in every other way, 

Booth was a failure. He did not prolong the Civil War, inspire the South 

to fight on, or overturn the verdict of the battlefield, or of free elections. 

Nor did he confound emancipation, resuscitate slavery, or save the dy-

ing antebellum civilization of the Old South. Booth failed to overthrow 

the federal government by assassinating its highest offi cials. Indeed, he 

failed to murder two of the three men he had marked for death on that 

“moody, tearful night.” He did not become an American hero, but he 
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elevated Lincoln to the American pantheon. And, in his greatest failure, 

Booth did not survive the manhunt. His was not a suicide mission. He 

wanted desperately to live, to escape, to bask in the fame and glory he 

was sure would be his. He got his fame, but at the price of his life. But 

he lived long enough to recognize his failures, and endure the public 

condemnation of his act. When he leaped to the stage and shouted “Sic 

Semper Tyrannis,” he must have thought that his immortality as a 

Southern patriot was sealed. But his last words survive as his true epi-

taph: “Useless, useless.” 

Booth may have died at Garrett’s farm, but from that burning barn 

the assassin’s malevolent spirit arose to linger over the land for more 

than a century. When marauding night riders wearing masks and white 

robes rose up against Reconstruction, Booth rode with them, murmur-

ing “this country was formed for the white, not the black man.” When 

men with burning crosses and rope nooses terrorized generations, the 

spirit of Booth stood by, scorning “nigger suffrage.” And when an elo-

quent man stepped onto the balcony of the Lorraine Motel the day after 

he gave one of the greatest speeches of his life, a vengeful Booth was 

there, muttering,“that is the last speech he will ever give.” 

If Booth could return today to the scene of his crime and visit, as 

almost one million Americans do every year, the basement museum at 

Ford’s Theatre, he might conclude, from what he found there, that it 

was, once again, April 14, 1865. Here he would find, preserved in a con-

dition as immaculate as the day he last touched them, protected in 

climate-controlled, shatterproof glass display cases, the prized relics of 

the assassination: The original door to the president’s box, its peephole 

still luring curious eyes; the wood music stand he used to bar the door; 

his revolvers and knives; the Spencer carbine that he and David Herold 

picked up during their midnight run to Surratt’s tavern; his whistle and 

keys; the photos of his sweethearts; and his notorious pocket calendar 

diary, its pages still open, as if awaiting a fi nal entry. 

When the tourists who come here marvel at Booth’s implements of 

violence and death—none more popular than the Deringer pistol that 
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killed President Lincoln—they usually neglect a less thrilling relic. Few 

visitors bend down, peer through the glass case at a little shelf set near 

the ground, and scrutinize a small, everyday object resting in its velvet-

lined box. It is Booth’s pocket compass, more evocative of his desperate, 

twelve-day flight from the manhunt than any relic that survived him. 

This is the compass that guided him during his dangerous days on 

the run; that he and Thomas Jones cradled by candlelight as they plot-

ted Booth’s course across the wide and black waters of the Potomac; 

that each day gave him hope as it pointed the way South to his fi nal des-

tination; that he played with on the Garrett lawn to the children’s de-

light; and that the detectives plundered from his pocket as he lay dying 

at Garrett’s farm. Today, almost a century and a half since the great 

chase for Lincoln’s killer began, its blued steel needle still dances on its 

spindle, still pointing the way South. 



John Wilkes Booth’s Diary 

Zekiah Swamp and Nanjemoy Creek, 

Charles County, Maryland, 

17 and 22 April 1865 

April 13th 14 Friday the Ides 

Until to day nothing was ever thought of sacrificing to our 

country’s wrongs. For six months we had worked to capture. 

But our cause being almost lost, something decisive & great 

must be done. But its failure is owing to others, who did not 

strike for their country with a heart. I struck boldly and not 

as the papers say. I walked with a firm step through a thousand 

of his friends, was stopped, but pushed on. A Col- was at his 

side. I shouted Sic semper before I fired. In jumping broke my 

leg. I passed all his pickets, rode sixty miles that night, with the 

bones of my leg tearing the flesh at every jump. I can never 

repent it, though we hated to kill: Our country owed all her 

troubles to him, and God simply made me the instrument of 

his punishment. The country is not what it was. This forced 

union is not what I have loved. I care not what becomes of me. 

I have no desire to out-live my country. This night (before the 
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deed), I wrote a long article and left it for one of the Editors of 

the National Inteligencer, in which I fully set forth our reasons 

for our proceedings. He or the Govmt 

Friday 21— 

After being hunted like a dog through swamps, woods, 

and last night being chased by gun boats till I was forced to 

return wet cold and starving, with every mans hand against 

me, I am here in despair. And why; For doing what Brutus was 

honored for, what made Tell a Hero. And yet I for striking 

down a greater tyrant than they ever knew am looked upon 

as a common cutthroat. My action was purer than either of 

theirs. One, hoped to be great himself. The other had not only 

his countrys but his own wrongs to avenge. I hope for no gain. 

I knew no private wrong. I struck for my country and that 

alone. A country groaned beneath this tyranny and prayed for 

this end. Yet now behold the cold hand they extend to me. God 

cannot pardon me if I have done wrong. Yet I cannot see any 

wrong except in serving a degenerate people. The little, very 

little I left behind to clear my name, the Govmt will not allow 

to be printed. So ends all. For my country I have given up all 

that makes life sweet and Holy, brought misery on my family, 

and am sure there is no pardon in Heaven for me since man 

condemns me so. I have only heard what has been done 

(except what I did myself) and it fills me with horror. God 

try and forgive me and bless my mother. To night I will once 

more try the river with the intent to cross, though I have a 

greater desire to return to Washington and in a measure clear 

my name which I feel I can do. I do not repent the blow I 

struck. I may before God but not to man. 

I think I have done well, though I am abandoned, with the 

curse of Cain upon me. When if the world knew my heart, that 
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one blow would have made me great, though I did desire no 

greatness. 

To night I try to escape these blood hounds once more. Who 

who can read his fate. God’s will be done. 

I have too great a soul to die like a criminal. Oh may he, 

may he spare me that and let me die bravely. 

I bless the entire world. Have never hated or wronged 

anyone. This last was not a wrong, unless God deems it so. And 

its with him, to damn or bless me. And for this brave boy with 

me who often prays (yes before and since) with a true and 

sincere heart, was it a crime in him, if so why can he pray the 

same I do not wish to shed a drop of blood, but “I must fi ght 

the course” Tis all that’s left me. 
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A NOTE ON SOURCES 

The literature of the Lincoln assassination is vast 

and I do not pretend to catalog it here. The complete bibliography, 

which no scholar has ever compiled, contains several thousand books 

and articles. Any attempt to cite them all, when I could never read them 

all, seemed pointless, and of little use to a reader who wanted to learn 

more. The bibliography that follows is hardly comprehensive and is, 

with a few exceptions, little more than a selective shelf list of books from 

my own library, and those which I consulted while researching and 

writing Manhunt. I used my best judgment to choose, and cite, the best 

sources. These are the few hundred books that I either liked the most, 

found the most helpful, or believed would be most interesting to read-

ers who might use Manhunt as the starting point for their own pur-

suit of John Wilkes Booth. To begin that pursuit, I suggest a handful of 

titles. 

The best modern book on the Lincoln assassination is Blood on the 

Moon: The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln, by Edward Steers Jr. In 

1865, three different book publishers printed transcripts of the testi-

mony from the conspiracy trial. Today, the only version that remains in 

print can be found in The Trial: The Assassination of President Lincoln 
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nas, Laurie Verge, Percy E. Martin, Terry Alford, and Burrus Carnahan. 
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Court for the District of Columbia, published in two volumes in 1867. 

This important and fascinating transcript includes material available 

nowhere else. Unfortunately, the Surratt volumes have never been re-

printed, and are available only in the scarce and costly original edition. 

The most complete published transcript from the 1865 tribunal is Ben-

jamin Perley Poore’s three-volume The Conspiracy Trial for the Murder 

of the President. This set was reprinted some years ago, but the facsimile 

edition, like the original, is scarce. 

The best illustrated histories of the assassination are Twenty Days by 

Dorothy Meserve Kunhardt and Philip B. Kunhardt Jr., and Lincoln’s 

Assassins: Their Trial and Execution by James L. Swanson and Daniel R. 

Weinberg. Twenty Days contains more than three hundred black-and-

white photos of the people and places connected to the assassination 

and Lincoln’s funeral. Lincoln’s Assassins contains more than two hun-

dred and fifty color plates of rare period prints, photographs, paintings, 

books, relics, newspapers, autographs, and documents related to the as-

sassination, manhunt, trial, and execution. 

Classic works that have held up well include The Death of Lincoln by 

Clara Laughlin, Myths After Lincoln by Lloyd Lewis, and The Great 

American Myth by George Bryan. William Hanchett’s The Lincoln Mur-

der Conspiracies is a splendid historiography of a century’s worth of al-

ternative conspiracy theories. Thomas Reed Turner’s Beware the People 

Weeping: Public Opinion and the Assassination of Abraham Lincoln is an 
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outstanding account of how the American people mourned their fallen 

president. 

Essential—and my favorite—period accounts include George Al-

fred Townsend’s The Life, Crime, and Capture of John Wilkes Booth, 

published in 1865 just a few weeks after the manhunt was over; Thomas 

A. Jones’s 1893 memoir, J. Wilkes Booth, in which he described how he 

hid Booth and Herold in the pine thicket and then sent them across the 

Potomac; and, of course, Asia Booth Clarke’s incomparable remem-

brance of her brother, The Unlocked Book: A Memoir of John Wilkes 

Booth by His Sister, written in secret and not published until 1938. All 

are scarce in their original editions, but they have been reprinted and 

are not difficult to obtain, and enjoy. The collected works of John 

Wilkes Booth, brief as they may be given the destruction of many of his 

letters and personal papers during the frenzied days of the manhunt, 

remained unavailable for more than a century until their 1997 publica-

tion in “Right or Wrong, God Judge Me”: The Writings of John Wilkes 

Booth, edited by John Rhodehamel and Louise Taper. 

The various publications of the Surratt Society, an organization 

of serious researchers, and not assassination apologists, are invaluable 

to students of Booth’s crime, and they include From War Department 

Files: Statements Made by the Alleged Lincoln Conspirators Under Exam-

ination, 1865; In Pursuit of . . . : Continuing Research in the Field of 

the Lincoln Assassination; The Lincoln Assassination: From the Pages of 

the Surratt Courier (1986–1999), published in two volumes; On the 

Way to Garrett’s Barn; and Abraham Lincoln Assassination Biblio-

graphy: A Compendium of Reference Materials, compiled by Blaine V. 

Houmes. This bibliography, a substantial book in itself, is the most 

complete guide ever published on the literature of the Lincoln assassi-

nation. 

The Surratt Courier, the monthly publication of the Surratt Society, 

and the Journal of the Lincoln Assassination, published three times a year 

by Frederick Hatch, contain valuable articles, book reviews, and news. 
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Finally, two recent books on Lincoln’s assassination, American Bru-

tus: The Lincoln Assassination Conspiracies by Michael Kauffman and 

The Darkest Dawn: Lincoln, Booth, and the Great American Tragedy by 

Thomas Goodrich are wonderfully exhaustive compilations of assassi-

nation information. 

In addition to the printed sources collected in this essay, and in the 

bibliography that follows, the original War Department and other gov-

ernment papers connected to the investigation of the Lincoln assassina-

tion, the manhunt, the trial of the conspirators, and the distribution of 

the rewards make up an essential archive. Unfortunately, this collection, 

which reposes at the National Archives, has never been published. Many 

of the documents are available in microfilm. The most important 

sources—the records of the Office of the Judge Advocate General, are in 

Record Group 153, and bear the name “Investigation and Trial Papers 

Relating to the Assassination of President Lincoln.” Among historians, 

they are more commonly known as the “Lincoln Assassination Suspects 

File.” They are available on sixteen reels of microfi lm called Microcopy-

599, or M-599. Another important collection of documents, related 

chiefly to the various applications for shares of the reward money, are 

held in Record Group 94, records of the Adjutant General’s Offi ce. 

These materials are available on four reels of microfilm called Micro-

copy-619, or M-619, on reels 455 through 458. For the convenience of 

readers who do not own microfilm readers or do not wish to spend 

hundreds of dollars on twenty or more rolls of microfilm, I have, 

throughout the chapter notes, cited works where the microfi lmed doc-

uments have been reprinted for easy reference. 
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Notes 

PROLOGUE 

The best account of Inauguration Day, 1865, is Ronald C. White Jr.’s Lincoln’s 

Greatest Speech: The Second Inaugural (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002). 

Highly descriptive accounts of the day’s events appeared in the Washington 

newspapers, including those I consider the best “papers of record”—the 

Evening Star, Daily Morning Chronicle, and National Intelligencer. The four 

best Lincoln biographies also cover the event briefly. See David Donald, Lin-

coln (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995), pages 565–568; Stephen B. Oates, 

With Malice Towards None: The Life of Abraham Lincoln (New York: Harper 

& Row, 1977), pages 410–412; Benjamin P. Thomas, Abraham Lincoln (New 

York: Knopf, 1952), pages 503–504; and Carl Sandburg, Abraham Lincoln: 

The War Years (New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1939), volume 4, pages 

85–99. Some critics might question the inclusion of Sandburg’s six-volume 

Lincoln magnum opus, The Prairie Years (in two volumes) and The War 

Years (in four volumes) on any list of the “best” biographies. Indeed, Gore 

Vidal once wrote that Sandburg’s biography was the worst thing to happen 

to Lincoln since his assassination. Sandburg has also come into disfavor 

among professional historians. Despite certain faults of interpretation, and 

some inevitable errors, no book about Lincoln has ever been better written, 

or is more evocative of the spirit of Lincoln’s age. Sandburg’s treatment on 

pages 246 through 413 in volume four of The War Years, covering Lincoln’s 

last days, the assassination, the tumultuous response, and the funeral is still 

worth reading. 

William Smith’s photograph was lost for almost a century until the discovery 
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in 1962 of a single print, on its original mounting, bearing a letterpress iden-

tification of the artist and event. Smith took the photograph for Alexander 

Gardner who, working closer to the East Front with another camera, could 

not be in two places at once. This specimen was believed to be a unique sur-

vival until the discovery of a second example in the late 1990s. A full-page 

reproduction of Smith’s magnificent image can be found in Lloyd Osten-

dorf ’s Lincoln’s Photographs: A Complete Album (Dayton, Ohio: Rockywood 

Press, 1998), at page 206. 

Gardner’s photographs appear in Ostendorf on pages 208–212. 

Noah Brooks’s description of the bursting sun spears in his memoir Washing-

ton, D.C., in Lincoln’s Time (New York: The Century Company, 1895). I used 

the best edition, the 1971 Georgia University Press reprint, edited by the in-

sightful journalist and Civil War historian Herbert Mitgang. The sunburst 

appears at page 213, and Brooks’s vision of the shadow of death at 215. 

The complete text of Lincoln’s Second Inaugural can be read in a number of 

books, including Lincoln’s Greatest Speech by White, at pages 17–19 (White 

also illustrates Lincoln’s rarely seen handwritten draft); This Fiery Trial: The 

Speeches and Writings of Abraham Lincoln (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2002), pages 220–221, edited by William E. Gienapp; and The Col-

lected Works of Abraham Lincoln, volume 8, pages 332–333 (New Brunswick: 

Rutgers University Press, 1952), edited by Roy P. Basler. 

The observations of Elizabeth Keckley, dressmaker and confi dante to Mary 

Lincoln, appear on pages 176–177 of her memoir, Behind the Scenes. Or, 

Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (New York: G.W. Car-

leton & Co., 1868). For more on this fascinating and tumultuous relation-

ship, see Jennifer Fleischner, Mrs. Lincoln and Mrs. Keckly (New York: 

Broadway Books, 2003). Fleischner explains the variant spellings of Eliza-

beth’s last name. 

Samuel Knapp Chester’s account of the House of Lords episode appears in Ben 

Perley Poore, The Conspiracy Trial for the Murder of the President (Boston: 

J. E. Tilton and Company, 1865), 3 volumes, volume 1, page 49; and in Benn 

Pitman’s The Assassination of President Lincoln and the Trial of the Conspira-

tors (Cincinnati: Moore, Wilstach & Baldwin, 1865), at page 45. 

Arthur F. Loux has chronicled Booth’s lifetime schedule, as far as it can be as-

certained, in John Wilkes Booth: Day by Day (privately printed, 1989). 

Booth’s lament about “the blues” was taken from Henry B. Phillips at the Pe-

tersen house on the night of the assassination. See Maxwell Whiteman, 
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While Lincoln Lay Dying: A Facsimile Reproduction of the First Testimony 

Taken in Connection with the Assassination of Abraham Lincoln as Recorded 

by Corporal James Tanner (Philadelphia: Union League of Philadelphia, 

1968), in “Statement of Mr. Henry B. Philips.” The book is unpaginated. 

Lincoln’s April 10, 1865, remarks to the citizen-serenaders are published in 

Basler, Collected Works, volume 8, pages 393–394. 

Brooks’s description of April 11 and the circumstances of Lincoln’s last speech 

appear on pages 225–227 of Washington, D.C., in Lincoln’s Time. Keckley’s 

account—including the Tad Lincoln quotation—appears on pages 176 and 

177 of Behind the Scenes. 

Lincoln’s last speech is published in Basler, Collected Works, volume 8, pages 

399–405. 

Keckley preserved her fears of assassination in Behind the Scenes at page 178. 

Booth’s angry statement about black voting rights is discussed in Michael 

Kauffman, American Brutus: John Wilkes Booth and the Lincoln Conspiracies 

(New York: Random House, 2004), at page 209; John Rhodehamel and Lou-

ise Taper, “Right or Wrong, God Judge Me”: The Writings of John Wilkes Booth 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1997), at page 15; and William Hanch-

ett, The Lincoln Murder Conspiracies (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 

1983), at page 37. Booth’s statement about the “last speech” was reported by 

Lewis Powell to Major Thomas Eckert of the War Department telegraph of-

fice. See Eckert’s testimony in House Report 40, at page 674. 

Booth’s letter to his mother appears in John Rhodehamel and Louise Taper, 

“Right or Wrong,” at page 144. 

CHAPTER ONE 

April 1865 was a month like no other in our history. According to one account, 

“looking back on this rapid succession of events, it is clear that the Ameri-

can people had, in less than a month, lived through the most intensely dra-

matic series of events in the history of the United States.” See James L. 

Swanson and Daniel R. Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins: Their Trial and Execu-

tion (Santa Fe, New Mexico: Arena Editions, 2001), pages 9–11. The best ac-

count of those weeks is Jay Winik’s April 1865: The Month That Saved 

America (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), a splendid synthesis of matters 

civil, military, and political. James M. McPherson’s Battle Cry of Freedom: 

The Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) remains the essen-

tial one-volume history of the war, and offers valuable insights on its end. 
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Ernest B. Furgurson’s Freedom Rising: Washington in the Civil War (New 

York: Knopf, 2004) evokes the capital city that Lincoln and Booth knew, as 

does Margaret Leech’s incomparable classic, Reveille in Washington, 1860– 

1865 (New York: Harper & Bros., 1941). Any student of the Lincoln assassi-

nation should read Winik, McPherson, Furgurson, and Leech in order to 

understand the context of Booth’s crime. To see the streets and architecture 

of the wartime capital as Lincoln, Booth, the conspirators, and the man-

hunters saw them, there are no better time machines than two photographic 

histories, Richard M. Lee’s Mr. Lincoln’s City (McLean, Virginia: EPM Publi-

cations, 1981) and Stanley Kimmel’s Mr. Lincoln’s Washington (New York: 

Bramhall House, 1957). 

The description of Booth as Adonis is from the actor Sir Charles Wyndham, 

and appears in Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, page 147. 

My account of the events of April 14, 1865—and of most of the events in the 

book—is based largely on contemporary newspaper accounts; testimony 

from the conspiracy trial of 1865; testimony from the John H. Surratt trial 

of 1867; letters and memoirs of the participants; original photographs, 

broadsides, and relics; various government documents; and the best books 

published on the assassination between 1865 and 2005. Although I attribute 

direct quotations, I do not cite sources for each and every fact in the book. 

That approach would have resulted in an exceedingly voluminous section of 

notes that would overburden most readers. Manhunt is meant to be not an 

encyclopedia of the assassination, but a dramatic account of the events of 

April 14 through 26 that unfolds, as much as possible, in real time. Where 

Lincoln scholars are in general agreement about certain facts (for example, 

that Booth had been drinking heavily, or that he usually stayed at the Na-

tional Hotel, or that women were attracted to him), I refer the reader to the 

standard references listed in the introduction to the bibliography. In the 

notes that follow I do call attention to obscure or unusual facts, and I also 

discuss controversial events when scholars have disagreed about the facts, or 

their interpretation. 

For a history of the play, and its script, see Welford Dunaway Taylor, Our Amer-

ican Cousin: The Play That Changed History (Washington, D.C.: Beacham 

Publishing, 1990). 

Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles recorded Lincoln’s dream in his diary. 

Howard K. Beale, ed., Diary of Gideon Welles (New York: W.W. Norton, 

1960), volume 2, pages 282–283. 
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For more on Lincoln’s last cabinet meeting, see Doris Kearns Goodwin, Team 

of Rivals: The Political Genius of Abraham Lincoln (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2005), pages 731–732; Donald, Lincoln, at pages 590–592; and 

Oates, With Malice Toward None, at pages 427–428. 

Lincoln’s telegram of June 9, 1863, appears in Basler, Collected Works, volume 

6, at page 256; and the April 1848 letter in Collected Works, volume 1, at 

pages 465–466. 

Henry Clay Ford’s suggestion to James Ferguson, and Ferguson’s response, ap-

pear in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, page 190. Also see Pitman, 

The Assassination of President Lincoln, at page 76. 

Henry Clay Ford witnessed Booth’s laughter at noon, April 14: “He sat on the 

steps while reading his letter, every now and then looking up and laughing.” 

Pitman, The Assassination of President Lincoln, at page 101. 

No one admitted to telling Booth that the president was coming to the theatre. 

Henry Clay Ford, testifying at the conspiracy trial, tried to blur the issue by 

saying he did not know, and that it could have been anyone: “It was while 

Booth was there I suppose he learned of the President’s visit to the Theatre 

that evening. There were several around Booth, talking to him.” Pitman, The 

Assassination of Abraham Lincoln, at page 100. 

All quotations attributed to Dr. Charles Leale come from one source, his fi rst-

hand account of the night of April 14 and the morning of April 15, 1865, not 

published until many years after the assassination. See Charles A. Leale, Ad-

dress Delivered Before the Commandery of the State of N.Y. Military Order of 

the Loyal Legion of the U.S., February, 1909. 

Ferguson’s account of how Booth boasted about his rented horse, and the pres-

ence of Maddox, comes from Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, page 

190. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of President Lincoln, page 76. 

Booth’s conversation with Henry Merrick at the National Hotel, published in 

the April 17, 1865, New York Tribune, is reproduced in Rhodehamel and Ta-

per, “Right or Wrong,” page 150. 

Booth’s comment about “splendid acting” is reprinted in Kauffman, American 

Brutus, page 222. 

John Matthews left behind at least two accounts of his conversation with 

Booth. See Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” pages 151–153. 

For an account of Julia Dent Grant’s sighting of Booth, see Steers, Blood on the 

Moon, page 112. 

Booth’s note to Vice President Johnson appears in Rhodehamel and Taper, 
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“Right or Wrong,” page 146. There is some disagreement about whether 

Booth intended this note to be placed in Johnson’s mailbox, or in the one 

next to it, which belonged to Johnson’s private secretary, William A. Brown-

ing. For further discussion, see footnotes 1 and 2 on page 146 of Rhode-

hamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong.” 

Spangler described his occupation as “stage carpenter” during his interroga-

tion by the authorities after the assassination. He also recounted his conver-

sation with Booth. 

For more on Booth’s pistol, see John E. Parsons, Henry Deringer’s Pocket Pistol 

(New York: William Morrow, 1952). 

Mary Surratt’s comments about the “shooting irons” appear in Lloyd’s testi-

mony in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 117, 118, 121, 122, 

123, and 125. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of President Lincoln, pages 

85–87. Lloyd’s account of his intoxication appears in Poore, volume 1, at 

page 132. Also see Pitman, page 87. 

For background on the kidnapping conspiracy, see Edward Steers Jr., Blood on 

the Moon: The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln (Lexington: University 

Press of Kentucky, 2001), pages 71–78. 

The alleged content of Booth’s letter to the National Intelligencer is highly con-

troversial. Years after the assassination, Matthews claimed to have recon-

structed the text from memory. It is more likely that he based his so-called 

recollections upon the text of Booth’s political manifesto discovered in the 

safe of the assassin’s sister. Despite the confusion about what Booth’s letter 

to the newspaper actually said, I am confident that Matthews was correct in 

remembering that Booth signed his coconspirators’ names to the incrimi-

nating document. For more on this, see Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or 

Wrong,” pages 147–153. 

Lincoln’s note to General Grant appears in Basler, Collected Works, volume 8, 

page 411. 

For more on Booth’s conspirators, see the following essays collected in Edward 

Steers Jr., ed., The Trial: The Assassination of President Lincoln and the Trial 

of the Conspirators: Laurie Verge, “Mary Elizabeth Surratt,” at pages lii–lix; 

Joan L. Chaconas, “John H. Surratt Jr.,” at pages lx–lxv; Edward Steers Jr., 

“George Atzerodt,” at pages lxvi–lxxi; Betty Ownsbey, “Lewis Thornton 

Powell, alias Payne,” at pages lxxi–lxxvii; Edward Steers Jr., “Samuel Alexan-

der Mudd,” pages lxxxvi–lxxxix; Percy E. Martin, “Samuel Arnold and Mi-

chael O’Laughlen,” pages lxxxviii–xcvi. 
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For more on Lewis Powell, see Betty J. Ownsbey, Alias “Paine”: Lewis Thornton 

Powell, the Mystery Man of the Lincoln Conspiracy (Jefferson, North Caro-

lina: McFarland, 1993). For more on John Harrison Surratt Jr., see Alfred 

Isacsson, The Travels, Arrest and Trial of John H. Surratt (Middletown, New 

York: Vestigium Press, 2003); and Mark Wilson Seymour, The Pursuit & Ar-

rest of John H. Surratt (Austin, Texas: Civil War Library, 2000). 

For more on the kidnapping plot, see Steers, Blood on the Moon, at pages 

71–78. 

Mary Lincoln’s account of the carriage ride comes from her November 15, 

1865, letter to the artist Francis Bicknell Carpenter, published in Justin G. 

Turner and Linda Levitt Turner, Mary Lincoln: Her Life and Letters (New 

York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1972), at page 283. Carpenter’s heroic oil painting of 

Lincoln reading the Emancipation Proclamation to his cabinet was the 

source for Ritchie’s famous engraving, one of the most beloved images in 

the Lincoln iconography. For the most recent use of Carpenter’s tableaux, 

see the dust jacket of Goodwin’s Team of Rivals. An account of the carriage 

ride also appeared in Francis B. Carpenter, Six Months in the White House 

with Abraham Lincoln (New York: Hurd & Houghton, 1866), at pages 292– 

293. 

Clara Harris’s memory of the carriage ride, and her comment on the arrival at 

Ford’s Theatre, come from her letter of April 29, 1865, describing the assas-

sination. It can be found in Timothy S. Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot: One 

Hundred Eyewitness Accounts (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 

1995), at pages 69–71. 

Ferguson’s comments appear in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, 

pages 189–194. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln, at 

page 76. 

CHAPTER TWO 

Clara Harris’s letter appears in Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot, at pages 69–71. 

For Booth’s Baptist Alley conversation with Ned Spangler, see Spangler’s state-

ment after he was taken into custody. See John Debonay’s testimony in 

Pitman, The Assassination of President Lincoln, pages 105–106, and the state-

ment of John Burroughs in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 

225–228. Also see Pitman, page 75. There is some confusion about the 

proper spelling of Burroughs’s last name, and whether his nickname was 

“Peanut John” or “John Peanut.” Burroughs used the latter in his April 1865 
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statement to the authorities. Later, at the conspiracy trial, he said on May 16 

that his nickname was “John Peanuts.” Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 

1, page 230. 

Booth’s visit to the Star Saloon, and his choice of beverage, appear in the testi-

mony of Peter Taltavul in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, at pages 

179–180. Also see Pitman, Assassination of the President, at page 72, and Trial 

of John H. Surratt, volume 1, pages 157–158. 

Ferguson’s statement about Booth’s approach to the president’s box appears in 

Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, page 190. Also see Pitman, The Assas-

sination of President Lincoln, pages 76–77. 

Mary Jane Anderson’s “right wishful” alley sighting of Booth on the afternoon 

of April 14 is in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, page 236. Also see 

Pitman, The Assassination of the President, page 75. 

Assassination buffs will have surely noticed by now that, while I mention Lin-

coln’s valet or messenger Charles Forbes, I have omitted from the narrative 

one John Parker, the president’s so-called “bodyguard.” For three reasons, 

Parker does not appear in the narrative. First, he was not a “bodyguard” in 

the modern sense of the word. He was a police officer detailed to guard the 

Executive Mansion, as the White House was known during Lincoln’s ad-

ministration, from theft and vandalism. Second, the Parker controversy de-

tracts from the immediacy of the story. Many books on the assassination 

have concocted moments of high—and I argue false—drama by suggesting 

that if only Parker, who was at Ford’s Theatre, had not “abandoned” his post 

to get a drink, Booth would not have gained entry to the state box, and Lin-

coln would not have been murdered. Finally, the Parker issue is a red her-

ring. Parker or no Parker, John Wilkes Booth would have been admitted to 

the box. Forbes admitted at least two people to Lincoln’s box that night, a 

messenger bearing military documents, and Booth. Had Parker been sitting 

near the entry to the box with Forbes, Parker would have done the same. For 

more on the Parker controversy, see Steers, Blood on the Moon, pages 103, 

104, 116. 

Ferguson’s observation of Booth entering the box appears in Poore, The Con-

spiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 190–191. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of 

President Lincoln, page 76. 

The last words that passed between Mary and Abraham Lincoln were pre-

served by Dr. Anson Henry, in a letter to his wife dated April 19, 1865, the 

same day as Lincoln’s White House funeral. The Henrys were old Illinois 
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friends of the Lincolns living in Washington, and Mary Lincoln confi ded in 

a private conversation with the doctor the last words spoken by the presi-

dent. Henry’s letter appears in Milton S. Shutes, Lincoln and the Doctors 

(New York: The Pioneer Press, 1933), page 132. 

For the complete dialogue from act 3, scene 2, see Taylor, Our American Cousin, 

pages 80–85. 

The exact time of Booth’s shot cannot be fixed, in part because no one knows 

the precise time that the performance began. Ford’s, like many theatres at 

the time, was somewhat casual about curtain time. Witnesses could not 

agree, and surviving testimony, letters, and oral history support multiple 

conclusions. Booth may have shot Lincoln as early as 10:13 or as late as 10:30 

p.m. I suspect that the time was close to 10:15 p.m., but as late as 10:20 p.m. 

For a fuller discussion of this, and for a number of recollections from those 

at Ford’s Theatre, see Timothy S. Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot: One Hundred 

Eyewitness Accounts (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1995). Good 

believes that Booth fired close to 10:30 p.m. 

David Donald describes the tough, Clary’s Grove boys in Lincoln, at pages 40– 

41, and Donald confirms, on page 568, that in the spring of 1865 Lincoln 

“continued to be a physically powerful man.” 

Ferguson’s description of Lincoln’s position at the moment he was shot ap-

pears in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 190–191. 

Major Rathbone reported that Booth shouted “Freedom.” Rathbone’s account 

of the assassination and knife attack appears in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, 

volume 1, pages 195–198. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of the Presi-

dent, at pages 78–79. Clara Harris also described the stabbing in her April 

29, 1865, letter. See Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot, at pages 69–71. 

Witnesses disagreed about what Booth said, and where he said it. Booth later 

claimed that he cried “Sic semper” while standing in the box before he shot 

Lincoln, but Rathbone remembered only the word “Freedom.” During the 

manhunt Booth wrote in his makeshift diary: “I shouted Sic semper before I 

fired.” See Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” at page 154. Based on 

the available evidence, I believe that Booth said in the box and onstage the 

words I attribute to him in the narrative. For an extensive discussion, see 

Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot. 

Rathbone’s testimony on the barred door is in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, 

volume 1, at page 195. 

Ferguson described Booth’s exultation to Stanton at the Petersen house on the 
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night of the assassination, and James Tanner recorded his statement that 

Booth said “I have done it.” See Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot, at page 32. Later, 

at the trial, Ferguson neglected to mention “I have done it” in his testimony 

as published in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, page 197. 

The first words of Rathbone appear in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, 

page 197. 

Booth’s broken bone has become the subject of minor controversy. A handful 

of assassination buffs insist that Booth was not injured when he fell to the 

stage at Ford’s Theatre. Instead, they argue, not long after he crossed the 

Navy Yard Bridge, his horse slipped and fell on the roads outside Washing-

ton, breaking a bone in the actor’s left leg. Although a fascinating diversion, 

the issue of where Booth was injured, onstage at Ford’s between 10:15 and 

10:30 p.m., or on the roads between the Navy Yard Bridge and Surrattsville 

sometime before midnight, is a tempest in a teapot in the story of the man-

hunt. However it happened, Booth’s broken leg made a visit to Dr. Mudd 

essential. I agree with Edward Steers that in this matter we should accept, 

along with other evidence, Booth’s own account of his injury, when he 

wrote: “In jumping broke my leg.” Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” 

at page 154. 

Seward’s carriage accident is covered in Glyndon G. Van Deusen, William 

Henry Seward (New York: Oxford University Press, 1967), at page 411. 

A number of accounts describe the events at the home of Secretary of State 

Seward. See Glyndon G. Van Deusen, William Henry Seward (New York: Ox-

ford University Press, 1967), pages 412–415; and Benjamin Thomas and 

Harold M. Hyman, Stanton: The Life and Times of Lincoln’s Secretary of War 

(New York: Knopf, 1962), pages 396, 397. For Fanny Seward’s account of the 

attempted assassination of her father, I relied primarily upon her diary as 

featured in Patricia Carley Johnson, “I Have Supped Full of Horrors,” Amer-

ican Heritage, October 1959, volume 10, number 6, pages 59–65 and 96–101. 

An account by Sergeant Robinson appears in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, 

volume 1, pages 479–480. Also see Pitman, The Assassination of the Presi-

dent, pages 155–156. William Bell’s testimony appears in Poore, volume 2, 

page 130, and in Pitman, pages 154–155; Augustus Seward’s testimony is in 

Poore, volume 2, page 5, and in Pitman, pages 156–157; Dr. Tullio S. Verdi’s 

testimony appears in Poore, volume 2, page 100, and in Pitman, pages 157– 

158; and the testimony of Surgeon General Joseph K. Barnes appears in 

Poore, volume 2, at pages 21 and 60, and in Pitman at page 157. 
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Other valuable sources for the Seward attack include Dr. Tullio S. Verdi’s arti-

cle, “The Assassination of the Sewards,” published in Republic magazine in 

July 1873 and reprinted in Frederick Hatch, ed., Journal of the Lincoln Assas-

sination, vol. 16, no. 3, December 2003, page 46; Frederick Hatch, “I’m Mad! 

I’m Mad,” Journal of the Lincoln Assassination, vol. 3, no. 3, December 1989, 

pages 34–38; and Dr. John K. Lattimer, “The Stabbing of Lincoln’s Secretary 

of State on the Night the President Was Shot,” Journal of the American Medi-

cal Association, vol. 192, no. 2, April 12, 1965, pages 99–106. Dr. Lattimer 

also covers the Seward attack in his book, Kennedy and Lincoln: Medical and 

Ballistic Comparisons of Their Assassinations (New York: Harcourt Brace Jo-

vanovich, 1980). 

CHAPTER THREE 

Joseph B. Stewart’s account appears in Trial of John H. Surratt (Washington, 

D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1867), volume 1, pages 125–127, and in 

volume 2, pages 984–987. 

Mary Anderson’s description of the knife appears in Poore, The Conspiracy 

Trial, volume 1, page 237; and her account of Booth galloping away is on 

page 239. Mary Ann Turner’s account of the hoofbeats is in Poore, volume 1, 

at page 234. 

Booth’s command to John Peanut comes from Peanut’s statement, as does the 

description of the assassin’s blow to the head and kick. 

Sergeant Cobb’s account of his encounter with Booth at the bridge appears in 

Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 251–252. Also see Pitman, The 

Assassination of President Lincoln, pages 84–85. That Booth disclosed his real 

name, and his destination, the vicinity of Beantown, remains inexplicable. 

For this continuation of the events at the Seward house, see the Seward source 

notes in chapter 2. 

Sergeant Robinson’s letter requesting Powell’s knife is illustrated in Swanson 

and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, page 44. A period bronze casting of Rob-

inson’s medal appears on the same page. 

Clara Harris’s description of the stabbing is in Good, We Saw Lincoln Shot. 

Dr. Leale’s account appeared in Harper’s Weekly in 1909. 

The description of Laura Keene claiming center stage and beseeching the audi-

ence appears in John Creahan, The Life of Laura Keene (Philadelphia: The 

Rodgers Publishing Company, 1897), at page 27. 

Fletcher’s testimony about Atzerodt’s promise of a present is in Poore, The 
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Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, at pages 328, 331. Also see Trial of John H. Sur-

ratt, volume 1, at page 229. Fletcher’s pursuit of Herold and the horse is in 

Poore, volume 1, at pages 328–334. Also see Pitman, pages 83–84, and Trial 

of John H. Surratt, pages 227–229. The exchange between Fletcher and Ser-

geant Cobb appears in Poore, volume 1, at page 329. Also see Pitman, page 

84. Fletcher’s description of the horse is in Poore, volume 1, at page 332. 

Also see Pitman, at page 84. 

The Mrs. Ord episode is discussed in Donald, Lincoln, at pages 572–573. 

For more on Laura Keene, see Creahan, The Life of Laura Keene; Vernanne 

Bryan, Laura Keene: A British Actress on the American Stage, 1826–1873 (Jef-

ferson, North Carolina: McFarland & Company, 1997); and Ben Graf Hen-

neke, Laura Keene: A Biography (Tulsa: Council Oaks, 1990). 

George Alfred Townsend’s description of Lincoln on the floor of the presi-

dent’s box appears in his book The Life, Crime, and Capture of John Wilkes 

Booth (New York: Dick & Fitzgerald, 1865), at page 10. 

Asia Booth Clarke’s derogatory comments about Lincoln’s choice of Good Fri-

day entertainment appear in her memoirs, at page 99. 

John Lee’s testimony about the search of Atzerodt’s hotel room is in Poore, 

volume 1, at pages 63–66. Also see Pitman, Assassination of the President, 

page 144. 

Seaton Munroe’s comments appear in Creahan, The Life of Laura Keene, at 

page 28, and in Seaton Munroe, “Recollections of Lincoln’s Assassination,” 

North American Review, April, 1896, pages 424–434. 

Bersch did paint his scene of Lincoln being carried across Tenth Street to the 

Petersen house. It is now in the collection of the National Park Service, and 

is illustrated in Victoria Grieve, Ford’s Theatre and the Lincoln Assassination 

(Alexandria, Virginia: Parks & History Association, 2001), at page 60. Sadly, 

at the time Manhunt went to press, the Park Service had removed the paint-

ing from display at Ford’s Theatre, where it had hung for years. 

For more on Safford, see Steers, Blood on the Moon, at page 123, and Kauffman, 

American Brutus, at page 19. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

For a description, based on period newspaper accounts, of how news raced 

through Washington by word of mouth after the fall of Richmond and Lee’s 

surrender, see Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, pages 9–11. 

Lincoln described his reliance upon Stanton with a magnificent tribute: “He is 
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the rock on the beach of our national ocean against which the breakers dash 

and roar, dash and roar without ceasing. He fights back the angry waters 

and prevents them from undermining and overwhelming the land. Gentle-

men, I do not see how he survives, why he is not crushed and torn to pieces. 

Without him I should be destroyed.” 

An account of how Stanton received the news of the assassination appears in 

Thomas and Hyman, Stanton, at page 396. For a discussion of the friend-

ship between Lincoln and his Secretary of War, and how it grew at the presi-

dent’s summer retreat, see Matthew Pinsker, Lincoln’s Sanctuary: Abraham 

Lincoln and the Soldiers’ Home (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003). 

Also see Elizabeth Smith Brownstein, Lincoln’s Other White House: The Un-

told Story of the Man and His Presidency (Hoboken, N.J.: John Wiley & Sons, 

2005). Thomas and Hyman give an account of Stanton’s evening prior to 

the assassination on pages 395–396. 

Seward’s boast, which Lewis Powell proved to the secretary to be tragically 

wrong, is from a July 15, 1862, letter to John Bigelow, and was published 

in Bigelow’s Retrospectives of an Active Life (New York: Baker and Taylor, 

1909), volume 1, page 505. More conveniently for modern readers, the 

relevant passage is quoted in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” at 

page 1. 

Thomas and Hyman describe how Stanton and Welles rushed to the Seward 

house, then to Ford’s Theatre: Stanton, pages 396–397. The navy secretary 

also described the events in his diary: Beale, Diary of Gideon Welles, volume 

2, pages 283–286. Brief accounts can also be found in J. E. Buckingham, 

Reminiscences and Souvenirs of the Assassination of Abraham Lincoln (Wash-

ington: Press of Rufus H. Darby, 1894), at pages 21–22, and, for details not 

available elsewhere, Moorefield Storey, “Dickens, Stanton, Sumner, and 

Storey,” Atlantic Monthly, April 1930, pages 463–465. The article recounts a 

long ago dinner attended by the four men during which Stanton described 

the wild night of April 14, 1865. 

Mary Surratt’s country tavern in Surrattsville (now Clinton), Maryland, still 

stands, and is a splendid museum and research center maintained by the 

Surratt Society. 

The language from John H. Surratt’s postal commission comes from a reading 

of the original document, now in a private collection. 

My account of the visit of Booth and Herold to the Surrattsville tavern, and 

their direct quotations, come from the testimony of John Lloyd. See Poore, 
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The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 118–126; and Pitman, The Assassina-

tion, pages 86–87. 

The primary source for Dr. Leale’s actions is his own account, published, 

among other places, in Charles Leale, Lincoln’s Last Hours (n.p.: privately 

printed, 1909). 

Maunsell Field’s abbreviated recollections were published in an article and in 

his memoirs, Memories of Many Men and of Some Women (New York: Harper 

& Brothers, 1874), pages 321–329. 

For another account of what happened inside the Petersen house, this one by 

George Francis, one of the boarders, see Ralph G. Newman, “The Mystery 

Occupant’s Eyewitness Account of the Death of Abraham Lincoln,” Chicago 

History, Spring 1975, pages 32–33. Francis’s May 5, 1865 letter is the source 

for two of Mary Lincoln’s statements: “Where is my husband! Where is my 

husband!” and “How can it be so? Do speak to me!” 

Rathbone described his fainting in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, at 

page 197. Also see Pitman, Assassination of the President, at page 79. 

For more on the doctors, see Harry Read, “‘A Hand to Hold While Dying’: 

Dr. Charles A. Leale at Lincoln’s Side,” Lincoln Herald, Spring 1977, pages 

21–25, and Charles Sabin Taft, “Abraham Lincoln’s Last Hours: From the 

Note-Book of an Army Surgeon Present at the Assassination, Death, and 

Autopsy,” Century Magazine, February, 1895, pages 634–636. 

Dr. Taft’s recollections were also published in Abraham Lincoln’s Last Hours: 

From the Notebooks of Charles Sabin Taft, M.D., an Army Surgeon Present at 

the Assassination, Death and Autopsy (Chicago: privately printed, 1934). 

Welles’s account appears in his diary, volume 2, at pages 283–290. 

The midnight telegram to General Grant, and all other telegrams in this 

chapter, appear in The War of the Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official 

Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (Washington, D.C.: Govern-

ment Printing Offi ce, 1884–1899; Offi cial Records). The telegrams are col-

lected in series 1, volume 46, part 3, and appear in chronological order at 

pages 752–989. 

For more on Corporal Tanner, see Howard H. Peckham, “James Tanner’s Ac-

count of Lincoln’s Death,” Abraham Lincoln Quarterly, March, 1942, pages 

176–183. Tanner is the source of Mary Lincoln’s statement, “Oh, my God, 

and have I given my husband to die?” 

The quotations from Walker, Greenawalt, and Keim about George Atzerodt 

come from Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, at, respectively, pages 
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391–395, 341–352, and 400–402. Hezekiah Metz’s testimony appears at 

pages 353–357, and Sergeant Gemmill’s at pages 357–361. 

Dr. Abbott’s statistics on the stricken president’s pulse and respiration were 

published in all the major newspapers, including the New York Times, New 

York Tribune, Philadelphia Inquirer, and, in Washington, D.C., the Daily 

Morning Chronicle and National Intelligencer. They also appeared in con-

temporary books about the assassination, including The Terrible Tragedy at 

Washington: Assassination of President Lincoln (Philadelphia: Barclay & Co., 

1865), at page 28. 

The account of the first raid on Mary Surratt’s Washington, D.C., boarding-

house is drawn from Floyd E. Risvold, ed., A True History of the Assassina-

tion of Abraham Lincoln and of the Conspiracy of 1865, by Louis J. Weichmann, 

Chief Witness for the Government of the United States in the Prosecution of the 

Conspirators (New York: Knopf, 1975), at pages 174–179. Also see Steers, 

Blood on the Moon, pages 173–174. 

The sources on Dr. Mudd include his three written statements, based on inter-

rogations of him by Lieutenant Lovett and Colonel Wells, and on the testi-

mony of those officers at the conspiracy trial. Lovett’s testimony appears in 

Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 1, pages 258–272, and in Pitman, The As-

sassination of President Lincoln, pages 87–88. Wells’s testimony appears in 

Poore at volume 1, pages 281–293, and in Pitman at pages 168–169. Joshua 

Lloyd’s testimony appears in Poore, volume 1, at pages 273–281, and in Pit-

man at page 90; William Williams’s testimony appears in Poore, volume 1, at 

pages 294–301, and in Pitman at pages 88–89; and Simon Gavacan’s testimony 

appears in Poore, volume 1, at pages 301–304, and in Pitman at pages 89–90. 

The best account of Dr. Mudd is Edward Steers Jr., His Name Is Still Mudd: The 

Case Against Doctor Samuel Alexander Mudd (Gettysburg, Pennsylvania: 

Thomas Publications, 1997). Steers’s Blood on the Moon includes updated 

coverage on Mudd at pages 144–154. Also see Edward Steers Jr., “Dr. Mudd 

and the ‘Colored’ Witnesses,” Civil War History, volume 46, December 2000, 

pages 324–336. 

The material on Mudd’s treatment of Booth’s leg comes from the doctor’s 

three statements, and all Mudd quotations come either from his three writ-

ten statements or from the testimony of Lovett and Wells. Mudd’s state-

ments are collected in From War Department Files: Statements Made by the 

Lincoln Conspirators Under Examination, 1865 (Clinton, Maryland: The 

Surratt Society, 1980) at pages 29 and 34. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The “Sam” letter, originally published in newspapers all over the country 

within a few days of its discovery in Booth’s hotel room, can be found 

in Kauffman, American Brutus, at pages 66–67. 

Stanton’s telegram to General Dix, revealing some of the content of the Sam 

letter, appears in the Offi cial Records, as do all other telegrams quoted in this 

chapter. 

The lock of Lincoln’s hair cut by Stanton and presented by him to Mary Jane 

Welles, the envelope addressed by Stanton, and the dried fl owers from the 

president’s White House funeral were examined in a private collection. Most 

accounts of Lincoln’s death quote Stanton as saying that Lincoln belongs to 

the “ages,” not the “angels.” In my view, shared by Jay Winik, the most per-

suasive interpretation supports “angels” and is also more consistent with 

Stanton’s character and faith. 

For an account of the removal of Lincoln’s remains from the Petersen house, 

and the names of the men who carried him out, see Steers, Blood on the 

Moon, at pages 268–269. I obtained a typescript of William Clark’s letter 

from the archives of the Surratt Society. For more on Clark, see W. Emerson 

Reck, “The Riddle of William Clark,” Lincoln Herald, Winter 1982, pages 

218–221. 

Matthews’s account of his reading of Booth’s letter to the National Intelligencer 

is in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” pages 150–153. 

Townsend’s description of Booth’s young seductress is from The Life, Crime 

and Capture of John Wilkes Booth (New York: Dick & Fitzgerald, 1865), 

page 24. 

The breakfast conversation at Dr. Mudd’s comes from Mrs. Mudd’s statement 

taken during her interrogation. The account of the crutches comes from Dr. 

Mudd’s three statements. 

Caldwell’s testimony on Atzerodt pawning his pistol is in Poore, The Conspir-

acy Trial, volume 1, page 148. Also see Pitman, Assassination of the President, 

at page 148. 

The story of Dr. Mudd is one of the major controversies that has long bedev-

iled students of the Lincoln assassination. I agree with Steers and other his-

torians on the nature and extent of Mudd’s knowledge and culpability. 

Despite the claims of Mudd’s defenders, he was not an innocent country 

physician who merely performed his Hippocratic oath, and treated an in-

jured man he believed was a stranger. Based on a review of the evidence, I 



n o t e s   �  4 3 1  

am certain that Mudd recognized Booth the moment the assassin walked 

through his door, and I am convinced that Mudd delayed reporting Booth’s 

visit, thus allowing the assassin a head start from the troops at nearby Bry-

antown. I have chosen not to bog down the narrative by writing an analyti-

cal, legal brief arguing the pros and cons of Mudd’s case. That discussion is 

available in other texts, and I do not rehearse it here. Instead, I have written, 

in real time as much as possible, what I believe happened. 

My account of Thomas Jones comes primarily from his memoirs, J. Wilkes 

Booth: An Account of His Sojourn in Southern Maryland After the Assassina-

tion of Abraham Lincoln, His Passage Across the Potomac, and His Death in 

Virginia (Chicago: Laird & Lee, 1893). All direct quotations come from him. 

Booth did not live long enough to write about Jones, and David Herold, af-

ter his capture, did not reveal how the Confederate agent had helped them. 

For additional material on Jones, see John M. and Roberta J. Wearmouth, 

Thomas A Jones: Chief Agent of the Confederate Secret Service in Maryland 

(Port Tobacco, Maryland: Stones Throw Press, 2000). 

CHAPTER SIX 

Much of the material for this chapter, and all direct quotations from Thomas 

Jones, come from his short memoir. Booth, Herold, and Jones were the only 

witnesses to their interactions, just as Jones had planned. 

Somerset and James Leaman’s testimony about their conversations with Az-

terodt are in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 2, page 504. Also see Pit-

man, Assassination of the President, at page 150. Asia Booth Clarke’s story 

about John’s love of nature is from her memoir, The Unlocked Book, pages 

54 (“burrowing”) and 69 (“good men’s bones”). 

The dialogue from the second raid on Mary Surratt’s Washington boarding-

house appears in Poore, The Conspiracy Trial, volume 2, pages 15–19 and 

pages 33–34, and in Pitman, The Assassination, pages 121–124. 

The dialogue with Lewis Powell appears in Poore, volume 2, pages 9–11, and in 

Pitman, pages 122–123. 

The letters of Madlock and Severs are in a private collection. 

A number of examples of postassassination artwork, including “The Assassin’s 

Vision” carte-de-visite, are illustrated in Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s 

Assassins, page 54. 

Booth’s notebook entry appears in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” 

at pages 154–155. 
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Townsend’s vicious descriptions of Port Tobacco and of the Brawner Hotel 

come from his Life, Crime and Capture of John Wilkes Booth, page 52. 

All telegrams are from the Offi cial Records. 

Booth’s letter to his mother is in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or Wrong,” 

pages 130–131; and his “To Whom it May Concern” manifesto is on pages 

124–127. 

Asia Booth Clarke revealed her husband’s betrayal in The Unlocked Book, 

page 91. 

Richter’s comment about George Atzerodt appears in Poore, The Conspiracy 

Trial, volume 2, pages 515–517. Also see Pitman, The Assassination, page 

153. The story of Atzerodt’s arrest appears in Steers, Blood on the Moon, at 

pages 169–170. Atzerodt’s confessions are published in “ ‘Lost Confession’ of 

George A. Atzerodt,” in Steers, ed., The Trial, pages civ–cvi, and in From War 

Department Files. 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

The narrative of April 20 in the pine thicket, and all direct quotations, are 

drawn, as before, from the memoir of Thomas Jones, the only surviving wit-

ness to the events that happened there. 

For a thorough analysis of the river crossing, see William A. Tidwell, “Booth 

Crosses the Potomac: An Exercise in Historical Research,” Civil War History 

36, April 1990, pages 325–333. 

Townsend’s research appeared in George Alfred Townsend, “How Booth 

Crossed the Potomac,” Century Magazine, April, 1884, and is reprinted in 

John M. and Roberta J. Wearmouth, Thomas A. Jones: Chief Agent of the 

Confederate Secret Service in Maryland (Port Tobacco, Maryland: Stones 

Throw Publishing, 2000), at page 56. Wearmouth covers Townsend’s corre-

spondence with Jones at pages 45–54, and Jones’s “reunion” with Captain 

Williams at pages 154–159. 

Osborn H. Oldroyd’s firsthand but frustratingly brief account of Jones’s 

visit to his Petersen House museum is found in Oldroyd’s The Assassina-

tion of Abraham Lincoln (Washington, D.C.: Osborn H. Oldroyd, 1901), at 

page 101. 

Herold’s remarks about partridge shooting, Davis, and Hughes all come 

from his statement while in custody, which is published in Hall, On the Way, 

page 8. 

Booth’s journal entry on being “hunted like a dog,” the low point of his despair 
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since the manhunt began, appears in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right or 

Wrong,” page 7. 

All the telegrams are from the Offi cial Records. 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Herold’s remark about the gunboat comes from his statement while in custody 

on April 27, 1865, published in Hall, On the Way, page 7. 

All the telegrams are in the Offi cial Records. 

Herold’s encounter with the Quesenberrys was described in her May 16, 

1865, statement to Colonel Wells, and is published in Hall, On the Way, at 

page 108. 

The fugitives’ visit to Dr. Stuart was described in his statement of May 6, 1865, 

and published in Hall, On the Way, page 114. 

Bryant’s statement of May 6, 1865, is published in Hall, On the Way, at 

page 116. 

Lucas’s statement of May 6, 1865, is published in Hall, On the Way, at page 

122. 

Both drafts of Booth’s letter of complaint are in Rhodehamel and Taper, “Right 

or Wrong,” at pages 157–159. 

The translation of Shakespeare’s passage from Macbeth that Booth quoted in 

his note to Dr. Stuart comes from the definitive volume of the collected 

works, David Bevington’s The Complete Works of Shakespeare, Fifth Edition 

(New York: Pearson, 2004), at page 1277. 

Rollins’s two statements of April 25, 1865, and May 20, 1865, are published in 

Hall, On the Way, at pages 126 and 127. 

William Jett gave a statement on May 6, 1865, and also testified at the conspir-

acy trial on May 17, 1865. Both of his accounts are published in Hall, On the 

Way, at pages 135 and 139. 

CHAPTER NINE 

The Beckwith telegram, and all the other telegrams in this chapter, appear in 

the Offi cial Records. 

The narrative of Booth’s time at Garrett’s farm, and all direct quotations, are 

drawn from several accounts. This collection of sources includes statements, 

reports, and testimony, and covers the pursuit to Bowling Green, the arrival 

at Garrett’s farm, the parley with Booth, Herold’s surrender, and the shoot-

ing and death of the assassin. 
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Captain Edward P. Doherty’s major accounts can be found in his report of 

April 29, 1865; his testimony at the conspiracy trial of May 22, 1865; and in 

his March 21, 1866, letter to Secretary of War Stanton. See Hall, On the Way, 

pages 27–36. 

Colonel Everton J. Conger’s accounts can be found in his statement at the in-

quest aboard the Montauk on April 27, 1865; his testimony at the conspiracy 

trial on May 17, 1865; at the impeachment investigation of Andrew Johnson 

on May 13 and 14, 1867; and at the trial of John H. Surratt on June 25, 1867. 

See Hall, On the Way, pages 40–63. 

Luther Byron Baker’s accounts can be found in his April 27, 1865, statement at 

the inquest aboard the Montauk; his testimony at the impeachment investi-

gation of Andrew Johnson on May 22, 1867; and his testimony at the trial of 

John H. Surratt on June 25, 1867. See Hall, On the Way, pages 74–98. 

In general, the accounts of Doherty, Conger, and Baker agree on what hap-

pened at Garrett’s farm. They vary in minor details, of course, a refl ection 

not only of the frailty of memory, but of the competition for reward money. 

For example, the parties disagreed about who really “captured” David Her-

old, pulled him from the barn door, and ordered him bound. Their accounts 

of Booth’s dialogue vary somewhat in the actor’s choice of particular words, 

or the sequence of some of his sentences. But they all agree on the substance 

of the parley with Booth, on all of the sentiments that he expressed, and on 

their dealings with the Garrett family. 

I have not included every possible variation from their accounts. Instead, I 

used my best judgment and the major accounts left by the principals to con-

struct what I believe is the most reasonable account of the climax of the 

manhunt. 

For ease of reference for the reader, I do not cite to every page of microfi lm at 

the National Archives, to every document, and to every report where this 

material can be found. Instead, I refer the reader to James O. Hall’s On the 

Way to Garrett’s Farm: John Wilkes Booth and David E. Herold in the North-

ern Neck of Virginia, April 22–26, 1865 (Clinton, Maryland: The Surratt So-

ciety), an indispensable volume that collects in one place much of the 

significant evidence, and which refers readers interested in more to the spe-

cifi c microfilm reels and pages 

Boston Corbett’s major accounts can be found in his report of April 29, 1865; 

his May 17, 1865 testimony at the conspiracy trial; and an April 14, 1877 
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newspaper article in the Philadelphia Weekly Times. See Hall, On the Way, 

pages 155–162. 

Members of the Garrett family left behind considerable commentary about 

their visitors. John M. Garrett’s statement was taken at Colonel Lafayette 

Baker’s office on May 20, 1865, and Garrett testified on June 25, 1867, at the 

trial of John H. Surratt. His recollections are reprinted in Hall, On the Way, 

pages 140–146. Richard H. Garrett’s revealing letter of April 4, 1866 to Gran-

dison Manning appears in Hall, On the Way, at page 170, and Rev. Richard 

Baynham Garrett’s letter of October 24, 1907 appears at page 174. 

Also see William H. Garrett, “True Story of the Capture of John Wilkes Booth,” 

Confederate Veteran, volume xxix, no. 4, April 1921, pages 129–130, and 

Betsy Fleet, ed., “A Chapter of Unwritten History: Richard Baynham Gar-

rett’s Account of the Flight and Death of John Wilkes Boothe,” The Virginia 

Magazine of History and Biography, volume 71, no. 4, October 1963, pages 

387–404. This article includes Edwin Booth’s letter of thanks to the Garretts 

and the story about John Wilkes Booth amazing the Garrett children with 

his pocket compass. 

For a little-known but important—and eerie—retrospective based on inter-

views with some of the Garrett survivors, see F. A. Burr, “John Wilkes Booth: 

The Scene of the Assassin’s Death Visited,” Boston Herald, December 11, 

1881, page 9. 

CHAPTER TEN 

Lucinda Holloway’s description of Booth’s death appears in Francis Wilson, 

John Wilkes Booth: Fact and Fiction of Lincoln’s Assassination (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1929), at pages 209–217. It is reprinted in Hall, On the 

Way, page 178. 

All George Alfred Townsend material in this chapter comes from his The Life, 

Crime and Capture of John Wilkes Booth. 

The dialogue between Asia Booth Clarke and T. J. Hemphill comes from her 

memoir, The Unlocked Book, at pages 92–93. 

The complete collection of Gardner’s photos of the captive conspirators was 

published for the first time in Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, 

pages 58 to 76. 

The Clark Mills story was reported in the May 2, 1865, Chicago Tribune. 
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Townsend’s dialogue with Lafayette Baker, and his account of the faux burial at 

sea, are in The Life, Crime, and Capture of John Wilkes Booth, pages 38–39. 

Important information appears in L. B. Baker, “An Eyewitness Account of the 

Death and Burial of J. Wilkes Booth,” Journal of the Illinois State Historical 

Society, December 1946, pages 425–446. 

The U.S. Treasury warrants paid to Corbett, Doherty, Baker, and all the other 

recipients of reward money were uncovered recently at the National Ar-

chives and photographed for the fi rst time. 

Boston Corbett’s letters repose in private collections. 

Asia Booth’s account of Corbett appears in her memoirs at pages 99–100. 

For the most detailed modern account of the execution of the conspirators, 

and for the complete collection of Gardner’s photographs of the hanging, 

see Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, pages 98–121. 

Edwin Booth’s letter appealing for the return of his brother’s body is in John-

son’s papers. See Paul H. Bergeron, ed., The Papers of Andrew Johnson, vol-

ume 15, September 1868–April 1869 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1999), at pages 431–432. 

Asia Booth Clarke’s book of memories concludes with this elegy. Like her 

assassin-brother, she could not resist quoting Shakespeare. The last line of 

her book, “So runs the world away,” comes, unsurprisingly, from Hamlet, act 

III, scene 2: “For some must watch, while some must sleep; Thus runs the 

world away.” 

EPILOGUE 

The Asia Booth Clarke letters quoted here come from the reprinted and reti-

tled edition of her memoirs, John Wilkes Booth: A Sister’s Memoir by Asia 

Booth Clarke (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1996), edited by 

Terry Alford, at page 21. 

The strange and unhappy tale of Rathbone and Harris was the subject of 

Thomas Mallon’s eerie and compelling novel, Henry and Clara (New York: 

Ticknor & Fields, 1994). 

Luther Baker’s promotional brochure, his “combination picture,” and his horse 

Buckskin’s first-hoof account all appear in Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s 

Assassins, at page 37. 

For John H. Surratt’s lecture, see Clara E. Laughlin, The Death of Lincoln: 

The Story of Booth’s Plot, His Deed and the Penalty (New York: Doubleday, 
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Page, 1909), pages 222–249. Also see “A Remarkable Lecture—John H. Sur-

ratt Tells His Story,” Lincoln Herald, December 1949, pages 20–33, 39. The 

rare broadside for Surratt’s never-delivered December 30, 1870, Washing-

ton, D.C., lecture appears in Swanson and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, 

page 124. 

The death of Frances Seward is discussed in Van Deusen, William Henry 

Seward, at pages 415–416. Seward’s words about Fanny’s death and his “un-

speakable sorrow” and broken dreams are in Van Deusen, at page 417. 

Samuel Arnold’s memoirs did not appear in book form until the posthumous 

publication of Defense and Prison Experiences of a Lincoln Conspirator (Hat-

tiesburg, Mississippi: The Book Farm, 1940). 

Dr. Mudd has been the subject of several books, some quite sympathetic. The 

Mudd shelf includes Nettie Mudd, The Life of Dr. Samuel A. Mudd (New 

York: Neale Publishing Company, 1909); Hal Higdon, The Union vs. Doctor 

Mudd (Chicago: Follett Publishing Company, 1964); Samuel Carter III, The 

Riddle of Dr. Mudd (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1974); Elden C. 

Weckesser, His Name Was Mudd (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland and 

Company, 1991); John Paul Jones, ed., Dr. Mudd and the Lincoln Assassina-

tion: The Case Reopened (Conshohocken, Pennsylvania: Combined Books, 

1995); and, finally, the best and most truthful account, Edward Steers Jr., His 

Name Is Still Mudd: The Case Against Dr. Samuel Alexander Mudd (Gettys-

burg: Thomas Publications, 1997). 

The tale of Stanton’s rapid decline and sad last days is told in Thomas and Hy-

man, Stanton, at pages 627–640. Robert Lincoln’s condolence letter appears 

on page 638. 

The bizarre, and in many ways disturbing, story of Powell’s skull and funeral 

honors is noted in Kauffman’s American Brutus, at page 391. 

A brief, postassassination history of Ford’s Theatre appears in Victoria Grieve, 

Ford’s Theatre and the Lincoln Assassination (Alexandria, Virginia: Parks & 

History Association, 2001), pages 84–91. George F. Olszewski’s Restoration 

of Ford’s Theatre (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1963), an 

essential and fascinating account of how the dead playhouse was restored to 

life, belongs in the library of anyone interested in the assassination or the 

history of American theatre. 

Asia Booth Clarke’s conciliatory but hagiographic comments come from her 

memoir, The Unlocked Book, page 100. 

The narrative about the assassination oil paintings and wax figures draws from 
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original advertising posters for Terry’s Panorama and Colonel Orr’s Mu-

seum. 

The myth of the Booth who got away is worthy of a book itself, but that story 

is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this one. For an introduction to the 

myth, and for photos of Bates’s book, for oil paintings he commissioned to 

further his scheme, and for a letter in which he claims “I had John Wilkes 

Booth as my client in Western Texas from about 1875 to 1877,” see Swanson 

and Weinberg, Lincoln’s Assassins, pages 130–136. Also see Lloyd Lewis, 

Myths After Lincoln (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1929); 

George S. Bryan, The Great American Myth (New York: Carrick & Evans, 

1940); C. Wyatt Evans, The Legend of John Wilkes Booth: Myth, Memory, and 

a Mummy (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004); and Steers, Blood 

on the Moon, at pages 245–267. Sarah Vowell’s marvelous and irreverent As-

sassination Vacation (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2005) covers the Booth 

escape and mummy legends in her tour of the popular culture of the Lin-

coln, Garfield, and McKinley assassinations. 

The absurd book by Booth’s imposter “granddaughter” is Izola Forrester’s This 

One Mad Act: The Unknown Story of John Wilkes Booth and His Family (Bos-

ton: Hale, Cushman & Flint, 1937). 

My assertion that many tourists who come to Ford’s Theatre overlook Booth’s 

pocket compass is based on many hours of personal observations I con-

ducted in the museum on a number of days. Likewise, my assertion about 

the popularity of Booth’s Deringer pistol is based on many personal obser-

vations of museum visitors while they viewed, and talked about, the murder 

weapon, and also Booth’s other firearms and knives. 
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