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  Introduction




  The world of the celebrity would appear to be a complex one. Never short on material wealth or the trappings of success, the celebrity leads a busy, often nomadic lifestyle,

  travelling, socializing and of course making the money that allows them to maintain their star status. Celebrity is a tag shared by an ever-increasing range of people. The stars of film, television

  and sport are now joined by those men and women famous for being the offspring of those in the first category. There are those who are famous for being rich, whose entrepreneurial skills have made

  them household names. And there is a more recent addition to this exclusive club, the “it” girl, famous for being seen in all the right places, with all the right people but without any

  other generally required qualification. Yet once we, the watching and reading public, get to know someone, we want to continue our media-driven relationship with them.




  They are generally familiar to the public, either through newspaper commentary, the television or the gossip magazines. So if they commit a crime or are the victim of one, we tend to feel it as

  though it was a member of our own family. The shock value comes from the perception that they have so much more to lose, therefore their lives and lifestyles are more worthy of protection. When O.

  J. Simpson was arrested for the murder of his ex-wife, Nicole Brown-Simpson, the world held its breath while this famous football player had his day in court, watched by millions of television

  viewers around the world. At times the evidence seemed overwhelming, yet Simpson was exonerated and many people wondered at the way justice had been dispensed in the cosmic glow of his celebrity,

  enriched further by the glare of unprecedented publicity.




  Within these pages you will find many tales of celebrities who have been accused of murder, but who have walked free, and tales of famous people who have been murdered, often resulting in the

  perpetrator becoming more famous than the victim. Typical of this scenario is the murder of Sharon Tate and her house guests by members of the Charles Manson gang. Since his imprisonment more than

  thirty years ago Charles Manson has become a cult figure, more infamous than most Hollywood A-listers are famous. He still receives more mail than any other convict in the US penal system.




  Mark Chapman sought to find his own place in the history books when he gunned down John Lennon outside the Dakota Building in New York City. Hated by millions for an act that deprived the world

  of a musical genius, Chapman’s name is synonymous with premeditated celebrity murder, geared to ensuring one’s own notoriety.




  Yet there are other anomalies associated with celebrity crime, beyond the celebrities’ ability to buy the best justice. When a celebrity is murdered the Establishment appear to make

  additional efforts to catch the criminal, thus proving their additional worth in society. When popular television presenter Jill Dando was shot outside her London home, the police authority

  attached fifty officers to the investigation and a reward of £250,000 was offered for information leading to an arrest.




  The media play a significant part in maintaining the public’s interest in the lives of the rich and famous, often running stories day after day, affording the case in question significant

  advance trial publicity. The advance publicity can be good or bad depending on the spin the media wishes to give it. In many cases the presiding judge has had to enforce a media-gagging order to

  help ensure the trial is carried out without the pressure of media prejudices.




  The media can be a force for good one minute and fickle the next. Following the conviction of Barry George for the slaying of Jill Dando, the press, having doubts about the legality of the

  conviction, sought to present new information in a bid to reopen the case. George remains in prison still hoping for a retrial. However, when gangster rapper Tupac Shakur was gunned down in a

  drive-by shooting in Las Vegas, the headlines told a different story. No longer prepared to use the power of the press to secure a conviction, they sought instead to simply draw the public’s

  attention to the drug-cultured gang warfare that existed on the mean streets of America’s many cities.




  The system of law which prevails in most democratic countries exists in order to provide a fair means of establishing guilt or innocence and a method by which punishment can be consistently and

  fairly dispensed. Yet there are many cases here which would suggest there is one rule for the celebrity and another for faceless millions. The inconsistencies are there to be seen – some say

  they are coincidental, others that they prove a two-tier system is in operation.




  Wherever you find the opposing worlds of celebrity and murder meshed together, you will find the breeding ground of the conspiracy theory. The death of JFK sparked rumours that it was the Mafia,

  the Cuban dictator, Fidel Castro, Lyndon Johnson, the Vice President, or even all of them. To many John Lennon was killed by the CIA, to silence him and prevent him from bad-mouthing the government

  in respect of its various foreign policies.




  Whatever the truth about celebrities, their murderers and their crimes, we the public are drawn to them more than we are to any other type of crime. At the time of writing, Michael Jackson, the

  most famous of the Jackson Five, is entrenched in a California court case, over allegations of his relationship with various minors. The world’s attention is focused heavily on this story;

  both the press and the television media provide a day-by-day, sometimes hour-by-hour comment on the progress of this trial. Too late for this volume, Phil Spector, the musical maestro who helped

  create the sound of the Beatles, is being held pending his trial for the murder of Lana Clarkson. Robert Blake, the actor who played the 1970s detective Baretta, is presently on trial for the

  murder of his wife. It is the type of mass coverage that these people would normally dream of, yet delivered within the context of what must seem like the nightmare scenario.




  We are yet to see if the celebrity status these people hold will be of benefit to them in a court of law; many believe it will. The press will continue to provide detailed coverage and the

  public will continue to absorb as much detail as they can. It is difficult to conclude anything other than that the combined effect of celebrity and the reports filed by the media have a

  significant impact upon the outcome of some if not all such trials.




  

 




  Annie Get Your Gun




  Ann Eden




  The year of 1874 was to prove life changing for the Woodward family and all of its many descendants. Mr James T. Woodward took the decision to join the board of directors at

  the Hanover National Bank, which, after numerous aquisitions and mergers is now famously known as JP Morgan Chase. After two years of diligent work James was elected president, a position in which

  he excelled, keeping him busy for the next 34 years. His nephew, William Woodward, ascended to the grand role after his long-serving uncle finally stood down.




  William Woodward proved to be an equally successful president, who also maintained a strong interest in the other family business, the Belair Stud in Maryland, which during the 1930s to 1950s

  sired many excellent thoroughbred horses. Some of its more noteworthy horses went on to win the Triple Crown duo, once with a famous father-son combination called Gallant Fox and Omaha. The Belair

  Stud was regarded as one of the best in the world. One horse, Nashua, was regarded as the most valuable horse on the planet, earned more than $1 million in prize money, and only ever lost one race

  throughout its professional racing life.




  The Woodward family lived an elite lifestyle in their Belair mansion, close to their valuable stud farm. William’s son Billy was set to follow in his father’s footsteps and join the

  banking profession, as well as learning the family business at the stud. Prior to taking up his position at the bank Billy served for a time in the United States Navy, during which he was awarded

  the prestigious Purple Heart after surviving a torpedo attack which sank the ship on which he served. When he returned to New York he had matured into an eligible bachelor, and was indeed quite a

  catch, coming from one of the wealthiest families in America, all of whom moved in the upper echelons of New York high society. And as if lady luck had not bestowed enough good fortune on him

  already, he was handsome, a fine sportsman and quite witty, so not surprisingly he was very popular with all the debutantes.




  Billy’s father, William, was also very popular with the ladies, being successful, powerful and charismatic. He was, for a short time, involved in an extramarital affair with a young radio

  actress known as Ann Eden, though this was not her born name. She had elected to change it from Angeline Crowell when she had made the move from Kansas to New York City, seeking fame and fortune.

  She was brought up by her mother who worked in a taxi cab office, earning a meagre wage so that the young Angeline was without material comfort, though much loved. Ann was described as brainy,

  talented, beautiful and too good for Kansas. She moved to New York City and took various radio station jobs, becoming well regarded in her field. Her beauty did not go unnoticed either for she was

  voted the “Most Beautiful Woman on Radio”, a strange accolade and not one awarded in humour.




  By 1942 William Woodward Sr, apparently unfulfilled by his relationship with Ann, decided to introduce her to his son Billy, by now 22 years old, some five years younger than Ann. The plan

  worked and Ann was soon besotted with the younger, more attractive man. Luckily for her Billy was similarly impressed and the two struck up a relationship, soon becoming lovers. After a whirlwind

  romance, hot with the passions of youth, the pair announced their intentions to be married.




  The marriage was well received by family and friends, with the apparent sole exclusion of Elsie Woodward, Ann’s new mother-in-law. Elsie Woodward did not consider Ann to be good enough for

  her wonderful son, her poor upbringing and the obvious class differences between the pair suggesting only one thing. She concluded that Ann was only marrying Billy to get her hands on a share of

  his $10 million inheritance, and deduced that she was some kind of conniving gold-digger. Elsie was not satisfied with her son’s choice of wife, believing her daughter-in-law to be too

  voluptuous and pretty to be a good person, and advised people to be very careful of her.




  Because of this family rejection, Ann found it difficult to be accepted in her husband’s social circle – Elsie was very highly regarded among her peers and when she rebuffed Ann,

  others dutifully followed suit. Even Billy’s sisters began to cool towards their brother’s choice of wife, their initial acceptance gradually turning into resentment. In fact the only

  person in the highest social circles whom Ann could call a respected friend was the Duchess of Windsor, better known as Wallis Simpson, the wife of Edward, the former king of England. Simpson had

  experienced for herself the hardship of marrying above her station, consequently the two women formed a friendship based on their mutual difficulties.




  As Ann was not tolerated within Billy’s social group, the couple spent more time alone together, really getting to know one another. They became more than just a happily married couple,

  they became each other’s best friend. In time though, cracks did begin to show and the couple were observed arguing, others speculating that they were each involved in illicit affairs.

  Typically, as often occurs within the bounds of a top-class respectable family, any activities of this type were swept under the carpet, never admitted to, never mentioned, glossed over and hidden

  beneath a thick veneer of wealth.




  Rumours circulated which inferred that Billy not only enjoyed the company of other young women, but also spent time with men. Word of his bisexuality spread, eventually reaching the ears of his

  wife, who, having already lost a great deal of self-esteem, took Billy to task. A public argument was witnessed and Ann was overheard shouting, “Why don’t you just bring a man into our

  bed if it’s what you want.” Despite their differences, the couple had two sons, the first, William III, was born in 1944, with James arriving some three years later. It was obvious that

  Ann and Billy had no intention of splitting up their marriage – even Billy’s diverse sexual tastes seemed unable to break the weakening bonds of their marriage.




  The couple enjoyed evenings out with mutual friends, always appearing to be the epitome of a happily married couple. One such party was held on 29 October 1955, hosted by the Duke and Duchess of

  Windsor. Some of the guests later noted that the couple seemed to be overly concerned with a spate of burglaries which had occurred close to their home in Oyster Bay, Long Island. A sneak thief had

  had the audacity to break into homes while the residents were in their beds, a terrifying thought for the Woodwards. They had told friends that they were taking no chances and were prepared for any

  such eventuality. They were under the impression that a break-in at their home was imminent, as strange footprints had been found within the grounds of their mansion, and on several occasions

  Ann’s dog had disturbed her during the night, something he was not normally prone to doing.




  By the time that Ann and Billy arrived home it was already the early hours of the morning around 1.00 a.m. Their sons, now aged eleven and seven were both fast asleep in their bedrooms, as were

  the servants, who occupied rooms at the opposite end of the house. Ann and Billy did not share the same bedroom, so after wishing each other good night, they retired to their respective rooms for

  the night. Each of them had a firearm in their bedrooms – Billy was armed with a revolver, while Ann, strangely, had a 12-bore double-barrelled shotgun. While neither of them ever expected to

  use the weapons, they felt safer and slept more soundly knowing that they had them should the need ever arise.




  At approximately three in the morning, Ann’s dog, Sloppy, broke the silence and started barking, waking Ann from her deep slumber. With her heart pounding, a fresh burst of adrenalin raced

  into her blood stream and Ann instinctively reached for the shotgun. Then, as she later described to the police, she walked slowly and silently to her bedroom door, pausing momentarily. She slowly

  opened the door and peered out along the hallway, where, in the darkness of the night, she saw a shadowy figure standing outside her husband’s closed bedroom door. Without pausing for

  thought, or indeed to warn the intruder, she pulled the trigger, spraying birdshot over the wall next to her husband’s bedroom door; taking better aim she fired again, this time the pellets

  hitting their target, blasting the would-be robber to the floor. Once the man had hit the floor and danger began to recede, Ann moved closer to look at the now still figure laying on his back in

  her upstairs hallway, her fear turning to horror when she looked down at the man and realized that she had just shot her husband. She did not know if he was dead, though it was obvious that he

  needed help, so dragging herself to her feet she raced to the phone and rang the police and the ambulance service. Then, rather suspiciously, she also phoned for her attorney.




  Sadly before any help could be offered to Billy, he died outside his bedroom door on the hallway floor. He had been shot in the head, examination later showing that his brain contained tiny

  fragments of pellets. When the police arrived they spent time consoling Ann, who readily admitted that she had shot her husband, believing him to be a burglar. She offered her explanation to police

  as soon as they arrived on the scene: “I did it. I thought he was the man who has been around here.” Shortly after her admission of guilt she became inconsolable and had to be given a

  drug to sedate her.




  Her powerful and very much respected attorney, Sol Rosenblatt, arrived at the mansion and soon demanded that owing to Ann’s obvious stress, she be transferred to a Manhattan hospital to be

  monitored by professionals. This proved to be an ingenious ploy, for while Ann was in the hospital recovering from her shock, detectives investigating the death of her husband were unable to

  question her until two days after the shooting.




  The status of Billy Woodward, as a man of wealth and position elevated the investigation above the lowly police officers of the local police force, and immedately involved the Nassau County

  prosecutor and the Oyster Bay chief of police, who began gathering the details of the night’s misadventure. Like others in Nassau, and even those living in the greater area of the Bahamas,

  the chief of police and the prosecutor were well aware of the gossip surrounding Billy and Ann Woodward and of the public humiliation she had experienced because of her husband’s various

  philanderings.




  As the sun rose on the morning of 30 October 1955, tongues were already wagging, news having quickly spread of the death of Billy Woodward. Speculation was rife and suspicion was falling on Ann,

  people believing that she had not innocently shot a “shadowy figure”, as she had claimed. The consensus of opinion was that she had tired of her family problems and the embarrassment

  that Billy had caused her, and had decided that it was time to do away with him, claiming her part of the Woodward fortune in the process. There was, however, one small fact that the gossip mongers

  were not aware of, a fact, which to some extent, removes the motive. During a period of separation from his wife, Billy had taken steps to remove her from his will, leaving the majority of his

  wealth, in the form of trusts, to his two sons, William III and James.




  The newspaper hounds were also gathering and were quick to assess the situation. In short, Ann had shot dead her husband in the belief that he was an intruder. That they lived in a vicinity

  popular with a local and very active burglar was why they had both elected to be armed. And then the undercurrent of doubt flooded through – the Woodwards had not enjoyed perfect marital

  relations, on the contrary, they had been stretched to breaking by Billy’s extramarital activity. Scandal surrounded Billy’s murder and his family formed their own views – as far

  as they were concerned this was a blatant attempt by Ann to secure her financial independence.




  Billy Woodward’s death, just like his life, would not be without its drama. The police investigation was advancing routinely when officers made an arrest in connection with the spate of

  burglaries occurring in the Oyster Bay area. The man they arrested was Mr Paul Wirth, a known villain and accomplished domestic burglar. Once under police guard and subject to police interrogation

  he quickly admitted that he was the man responsible for the break-ins, even giving specific details of his activities. Then, without need or enticement, he also added that on the night of the

  shooting of Billy Woodward, he had indeed been in the process of breaking into their property when he heard the gunshot.




  The whole Woodward saga and family drama became the hottest news of the day and filled many newspaper column inches. A murder story is always popular, but the death of such a wealthy socialite,

  at the hands of his own wife, was inceasing readership by a massive margin. The media speculation and their perpetual theorizing was increasing the pressure on the police to either make an arrest

  or offer a suitable explanation. It would have been easy to simply ignore death and put the whole sorry set of events down to a tragic accident, but the public and the press wanted more. The police

  department wanted the case closed as swiftly as possible, yet needed to be seen to be making a thorough enquiry – they therefore chose to convene a grand jury to investigate every detail of

  the now world-famous shooting.




  Just a short while after attending the funeral of her husband, Ann was summoned before the grand jury to give her account of the events leading to her husband’s death. During the hearings

  the newspapers continued to serve up titillating facts and pieces of gossip to an ever-hungry readership. Their stories were badly timed as Ann did not want to attract any publicity let alone bad

  publicity. Her standing within the Woodward family could not have been lower and now she had lost most of her social circle, practically all of whom were known to her through her husband. At the

  mercy of the court and a scurrilous press, it was surprising therefore to find that Elsie Woodward, a woman who now loathed Ann, was prepared to defend her. The rich and powerful attach more value

  to their family names than mere mortals; to these elite upper classes, the honour of the family name is something to defend, a wrapper in which family members present themselves to other majestic

  families. Whatever the truth of that evening’s events, justice could only be served if it preserved the Woodwards’ prestigious heritage. And to do that, it would need to be dealt with

  quickly, before the press could could swamp them in more scandal.




  Sadly for the Woodwards the press investigation appeared to be swifter and more detailed than that carried out by the police. One story which appeared more than once, to the embarrassment of

  both Ann and the larger Woodward family, alleged that Ann had been married once before, and worse, that she had not dissolved that marriage fully before joining Billy at the altar. These stories

  painted a terrible picture of Ann, who was even more made to look as if she had married in haste, hoping not to miss the Woodward gravy train.




  The rumour mill continued to produce more stories, almost all of which found themselves printed in the daily press; on one occasion her father was researched. In the Woodwards’ marriage

  announcement her father was referred to as the late Colonel Crowell, but this was seemingly untrue as he was in fact alive and kicking. Ann had not kept in contact with her father and owing to his

  daughter’s name change he had not been able to trace her, being under the impression that she was actually the actress called Eve Arden, though he never considered contacting her to find out

  if this was correct.




  It was to this background of press and media intrusion that Ann was forced to describe the events leading up to her husband’s shooting. She described how she and Billy had arrived home to

  a quiet house, retiring to their own separate bedrooms soon after arriving home, tired and ready for bed after a night of relaxation and fun with some friends. She went on to describe how she was

  awoken by the sound of her dog barking in the early hours of the morning. Careful to emphasize the fear she experienced when she woke up, she explained how the recent glut of house burglaries had

  got her and Billy on edge and how, in the middle of that night, she felt fearful that someone was in the house with them. She explained to the jury the joint decision she and Billy had made to arm

  themselves in case they were isolated, and how she instinctively reached for the weapon upon waking, terrified of what might happen. With much emotion, some of which was possibly dredged up from

  her acting days, Ann described how she took the double-barrelled shotgun and ventured out of the safety of her own bedroom and into the corridor outside her room. Having built up the tension thus

  far, her description of her entrance into the bedroom corridor was equally spellbinding. Having described the gloomy darkness as being alleviated by only a small amount of moonlight, Ann then

  described her first sight of the silhouetted figure stood by her husband’s bedroom door. She explained away her actions as a pure response to seeing what she believed was an intruder about to

  enter her husband’s bedroom. Believing she was now defending her home, her children, her husband and herself, without a second thought she pulled the trigger. The room was silent as Ann,

  continuing her dramatic performance, described how the first shot missed, the majority of the shot ending up in the wall next to her husband’s bedroom door – how she then fired a second

  shot and how this time, it had blasted the target. Turning to look at the jurors Ann mustered up more emotion when she described her relief when the figure slumped to the floor, but her horror and

  panic when she finally realized that the man on the floor was none other than her husband Billy. She had made a fatal error, one caused by the threat of attack, but nonetheless one which had ended

  her husband’s life. By now she described herself as in a total state of panic, struggling to summon the strength to call for assistance, which she eventually managed to do. Shortly after this

  she said she could recall very little, having been prescribed a sedative to calm her nerves, which had the effect of sending her to sleep. Relieved at stitching off the nightmare she then told the

  jury that when she regained consciousness she found herself in a Manhattan hospital, where she stayed for a couple of days until she was well enough to face the world.




  The jurors, most of whom were aware of the negative press surrounding the case, took a little over half an hour to come to the conclusion that Ann had mistakenly shot her husband, without

  premeditation and that it had not been an act of malice. The jury were happy to believe that Ann and Billy Woodward had both been disturbed by Paul Wirth, the Oyster Bay burglar and were then both

  subject to an appalling act of terrible coincidence, both emerging into the bedroom corridor at the same time, in order to investigate the noise of the dog barking. Strangely though, it appeared

  that Billy, having agreed to be armed in case of such an emergency, had apparently chosen to investigate the possible intrusion without his weapon, which was found stored in its usual place inside

  the bedroom.




  Ann was able to breath a sigh of relief as she was declared free of any blame. She had lost her husband due to her own mistake, had suffered enough and was able to leave the hearing a free

  woman, though not necessarily with her head held high – she had after all shot one of the prestigious Woodward family dead and now her children were without a father.




  Despite her success at the grand jury, her name was not cleared as far as her peers were concerned. It has been heavily suggested that Elsie Woodward paid Paul Wirth to state that he had been

  planning to rob the Woodwards as they slept, but that he had been disturbed when the dog had started to bark and had fled when he heard the shotgun being fired at around 3 a.m. on the morning in

  question. But why would Elsie Woodward offer Ann this unexpected rescue? Elsie was a particularly proud woman – almost royalty within her own social empire – and as such she was

  determined that any family scandal should be hushed up as quickly as possible. She simply could not face her prestigious family name being dragged through the mud throughout a protracted murder

  trial. Even though this meant giving Ann support at a time when she was absolutely beside herself with loathing for the woman, who she had, and would continue to treat as a lower-class citizen.




  Ann was a free woman, but found that she was totally ostracized by any of her previous acquaintances and her life became almost unbearable. Her beloved sons were sent away to boarding schools in

  Switzerland, where they were to be schooled in the tradition of the Woodward family. Ann hardly had any face-to-face contact with them, even to explain what had happened to their father. Thankfully

  the boys had managed to sleep through the events on the night of their father’s death, but were left to piece together the little information they had regarding it. James, the youngest child,

  coped less well at school than his older brother William, finding school life difficult to bear and thoroughly detesting the board ing school experience.




  As her husband had not left her well catered for after his death, Ann found herself financially embarrassed and unable to make ends meet, the Woodwards continuing to give her the cold

  shoulder.




  On the other hand Elsie found herself to be extremely popular after the terrible death of her son and found that her social status had soared to new heights. By now she was able to name the

  likes of Andy Warhol and Hollywood actor Frank Sinatra as her new friends. She clearly wanted to bring the criminal investigation to an end and was reported to have paid over $300,000 to achieve

  her ends. The never-ending news stories regarding her daughter-in-law’s unsavoury past were a major strain on Elsie. With Ann seeking legal assistance to secure a portion of her dead

  husband’s estate, she made her a very tempting offer.




  In exchange for a generous annual income of around half a million dollars, Elsie insisted that Ann move out of America and set up home in Europe. The offer was accepted gratefully. By now Ann

  was just as keen to remove herself from her socially hostile environment and ready to flee the embarrassing position she found herself in with the media stories.




  Ann moved to Europe and managed to enjoy the not insignificant income her deal with Elsie afforded. As the years went by she started to long to return to America, though when she did it was soon

  obvious that she was not fondly remembered and was coldly received.




  One person who was glad of her return to New York was author Truman Capote, who considered that Ann’s life story was worthy of recording in print. He set about collecting information on

  her and gradually started to produce a piece about her life. Ann was aware of the imminent publication date and became very nervous about it, not wanting her past retold to another generation of

  Americans.




  On the night before the publication was due to appear in Esquire magazine, Ann met with her son James who had taken to referring to himself as Jimmy. The meeting did not go well and Ann

  left on a sour note. She must have felt that her world was about to fall in on her for the second time in her life. That night rather than washing and going to bed, she decided to reapply her

  makeup, and, looking perfect, she took a capsule of cyanide which ended her life.




  What might have been considered to be true justice in the eyes of the Woodward family, and what should have been the start of a happier chapter, turned out not to be. Jimmy was now without his

  mother and father and sought solace in drugs, initially cocaine, but later moving on to heroine. His life was in ruins and he could see no way out – before the anniversary of his

  mother’s death Jimmy took his own life by jumping out of a multi-storey building.




  William Woodward, known as Woody to his friends, managed to survive his family problems and studied for an MBA in politics at Harvard University. He started in politics, serving under Hugh

  Carey, but this career was only fleeting, as he decided after much scrutiny to live outside the public eye. Married in 1985 he chose to live overseas, away from the red-hot glare of the US media.

  The marriage lasted for over ten years, but in 1996 the couple separated, his wife and daughter moving away. Woody, who was now suffering from a bipolar disorder, causing the sufferer to experience

  great mood swings, found the changes to his life too great to bear. At the age of 54 he ended his life in the same way as his brother by jumping out of a building to his death. He left all of his

  estate, over $30 million, to his only child and so ends this terrible family tragedy.




  The Woodwards reacted to a family member’s gruesome death in the only way they knew how – they closed ranks and sought to minimize the rapidly forming public relations disaster. Only

  in the realms of the rich and famous would the mother of a dead son pay a significant annual sum to the person who had blasted to death the child she reared in such a closeted, upper-class

  environment.




  Ann of course was found not guilty and she was still the mother of Elsie Woodward’s grandchildren, which perhaps explains her generosity towards her lower-class daughter-in-law. We will

  never know.




  

 




  Drama at Ford’s Theatre




  President Abraham Lincoln




  Most people would agree that the assassination of a president has a great effect on the course of history – who knows what the future would have been if JFK’s term

  had been allowed to continue past his ill-fated visit to Dallas, or if his brother Robert had made it to the White House. The assassination of Abraham Lincoln during the closing phases of the civil

  war changed the future of America probably more than any other event before or since.




  By 1865, the civil war had raged for nearly four years and Lincoln, the presiding President of the United States, was preparing to demobilize nearly one million soldiers who were serving under

  the expert guidance of General Ulysses Grant, commander of the Union troops. The Confederates fighting for the South were led by Robert E. Lee but were finding themselves under more and more

  pressure. The North had significantly more troops and were now making more progress in overcoming the tired and demoralized Confederates.




  An air of desperation seemed to exist amongst those who supported the South; to them Lincoln had amassed too much power, a power he was wielding against them. Whereas the South had grown rich on

  the back of the slaves who toiled in their fields, Lincoln dreamed of a united America where all Americans could live as equals, irrespective of creed or colour. It was Lincoln’s intention to

  abolish slavery and give freedom to each and every black person who was presently owned by a white family. Those who lived in the South had a lot to lose, but there were also those in the North who

  felt that Lincoln’s meddling had gone too far and some of them felt the time had come to contribute to the war effort.




  Like many presidents Lincoln had endured a lot of hate mail, many containing threats to his life. As the man in charge of a country at civil war he was very much a potential tar get. Throughout

  the early years of the war Lincoln had always struggled with his desire to be close to his people and the need to protect himself from would-be attackers, but he was at least able to take some

  comfort from the track record of his predecessors – all of the fifteen presidents who had held the office before him had died of natural causes. Only Andrew Jackson had been the target of an

  assassin’s bullet, but a misfire saved him. Lincoln’s Secretary of State, William H. Seward noted with pride the orderly succession of power from one president to the next, saying,

  “assassination is not an American practice or habit”. Strange words considering Lincoln had come close to losing his life in the summer of 1862, when an assassin’s bullet

  punctured the President’s hat as he was out riding; the assailant was never caught.




  By 1864, with Lee’s troops penned into the trenches around Petersburg, Virginia, sympathisers with the South were more willing than ever to take revenge on the President and as more and

  more bad news emerged regarding the downfall of Lee’s army, the desire for revenge seemed to reach fever pitch. One southern gentleman placed an advertisement which suggested that if his

  fellow southerners could raise $1 million dollars he would see to it that Lincoln met with a violent end. Government detectives in Washington heard rumours of murder or abduction of the President,

  as did Lincoln’s best friend and self-appointed head of the President’s security, Ward Hill Lamon. Lamon persuaded the President to make alterations to the White House which would allow

  him to walk around without passing windows and which would keep him out of view of visitors. And to ensure he was always protected Lamon assigned four Washington police officers to keep an

  around-the-clock vigil.




  In general though Lincoln took a fatalistic approach to the perils of his high office: “I cannot possibly guard myself against all dangers, unless I shut myself up in an iron box, in which

  condition I could hardly perform the duties of the President,” concluding, “if anyone is willing to give his life for mine, there is nothing I can do about it.”




  Strangely it would appear that Lincoln had some sort of a premonition of his death in a dream just seven days before he was killed. While sat in the White House with Lamon, some other friends

  and his wife, the conversation turned to dreams. It was thought that it was through dreams that God was able to communicate on a personal level – the Bible had numerous references to this.

  Lincoln looked a little withdrawn as he mentioned to the crowd that he had dreamt only a few nights before and that he had been thinking of it ever since. His wife now keen to know what the dream

  had been about encouraged the President to tell them. He explained how having gone to bed he had quickly fallen into a deep sleep. He had dreamt that he had got out of his bed and walked through

  the White House where he had come upon a crowd of people gathered around an open casket. The crowd were clearly upset as many of them were crying. Approaching them he asked who had died and to his

  shock and horror was told, “The President, he was killed by an assassin.”




  Lincoln loved the theatre and knew many of the leading actors of the day. Ironically it was to be one of the thespian fraternity who was plotting the President’s demise and with the

  Confederates losing ground by the day the need for drastic action, something which might stem the tide, was fast needed.




  John Wilkes Booth was born of acting stock. His father Junius Brutus Booth – named after Caesar’s assassin – was a British-born thespian renowned for his powerful renditions of

  Shakespearian characters. Leaving his wife and children he fled to America in 1821, finding a new love and setting up home in the Baltimore area. Junius fathered ten children and was an attentive

  if erratic father who never settled on just one religion and therefore selected pieces of wisdom from all of the prominent religions of the day. The one principle he did maintain and one that he

  passed on to his children was his belief in reincarnation – that every animal had once been a human being with an immortal soul – and for this reason they should never harm any of

  God’s creatures. As a successful actor he was able to bring his children up well, during the summer living on a spacious farm and in the winter living in a town house in Baltimore.




  John Wilkes Booth was the ninth child to be born, arriving in 1838; his siblings described a young boy full of fun and playfulness with a kind and sensitive nature. Booth’s mother could

  not deny that he was the favourite of her ten children and in her opinion the best looking, with dark eyes, black hair and tawny coloured skin. Although their father tried to dissuade all his

  children from following his footsteps onto the stage, Booth was consumed with a desire to be famous as was his elder brother Edwin. Edwin later became one of the most accomplished actors of his

  day, demanding up to $1,000 dollars a week, a huge sum in those days.




  Booth’s desire for fame was not confined to the realms of acting – once in discussions with friends at school he pondered out loud the prospect of him knocking over the Colossus of

  Rhodes, one of the Seven Wonders of the World. He remarked that if he could achieve this task then he would live for a thousand years in print, each generation learning his name.




  In 1855, at the age of seventeen, Booth made his theatrical debut in Richard III at Baltimore’s St Charles Theatre. His first experience of the limelight was not good –

  suffering stage fright he forgot his words and was booed off the stage. His subsequent attempts drew better results and he was soon regarded as a splendid actor who brought great realism to his

  roles.




  Booth travelled widely throughout the United States and was well received everywhere, especially in the South. Although illegitimate – his father still had a wife in England – Booth

  considered himself to be of fine stock, coming from one of Maryland’s most respectable families. During the late 1850s, with regional tensions signalling the threat of civil war, Booth made

  his views clear, sympathizing with the South, probably because he had enjoyed so much success there. He was even on record as stating that slavery was morally correct and was beneficial to all

  parties. He also got into frequent heated debates with his siblings who mostly held Union views.




  Booth found that his Confederate views became stronger over time, occasionally translating his thoughts into action. One day he was drawn to a group of men marching in uniform, members of a

  volunteer militia group called the Richmond Greys. The group were heading to Charlestown, Virginia, where the Confederates were holding a young man called John Brown, who had gone to the South to

  try and inspire a black uprising but had been caught and imprisoned. The Richmond Greys were en route to act as Brown’s prison guards when Booth managed to borrow a uniform and join the

  group. Booth was one of the guards near the scaffold when Brown was hung, the sight of which affected him greatly, his southern sympathies now stronger than ever.




  When the war did finally break out Booth managed to avoid any uniform, let alone that of the Confederate Army. Outspoken in his support of the South it played upon Booth’s mind that he did

  not contribute to the war effort in a more direct way. It was said that he had promised his mother that he would never go to war – they were extraordinarily close – but others suggest

  that Booth had an almost pathological fear of being disfigured and of the effect this would have upon his acting career. He managed to assuage his guilt at not becoming a soldier by smuggling

  medical supplies to the South, but increasingly the guilt returned in direct proportion to the South’s decline. More and more the focal point of his hatred was Abraham Lincoln, whom he

  thought wanted to destroy the South and its way of life. It was with these troubled thoughts that Booth once more began to think of his place in the history books.




  During the final months of the war, Secretary of War Stanton and chief of the Union Army, General Grant, changed their policy of prisoner exchanges. Recognizing that they could now win a war of

  attrition they decided to hold on to their 50,000 Confederate prisoners. Booth was one of a number of people who hatched a plan to give the South a boost – he would kidnap Lincoln and

  transport him to Richmond, where they would then demand a range of concessions in exchange for the President’s release.




  Booth moved quickly to put his plans together and by September 1864 he had started to assemble his gang, those who would assist in his daring plot. Arriving at Barnum’s Hotel in Baltimore

  he was met by a couple of old school friends, Samuel Arnold and 26-year-old Michael O’Laughlin, both men who had been Confederate soldiers at one point. Over food and wine and a lot of talk

  about the war Booth let the two in on his plan and asked if the pair would join him. Had it not been for Booth’s invitation the pair would certainly have gone through their lives unnoticed,

  but now, flattered by their famous friend’s attention, they readily agreed to assist. Through his links in Canada Booth was given the names of Confederate agents who were operating in the

  Maryland area, people who might be able to assist in his kidnapping plot. Meanwhile the South was losing ground fast, so any plan, no matter how outrageous, was worth a shot.




  Booth now started to add detail to his plan, working out the best route for transporting Lincoln from Washington to Richmond. There were many back ways through Maryland, some of which were used

  by spies passing back and forth, and it was during his forays along the lanes of Maryland that Booth recruited David Herold, an out-of-work Washington drug store clerk. Booth, always accessible to

  his fans, had met Herold in 1863 when he invited him backstage after one of his performances. Running into him again Booth thought he might now be able to make use of the adoring Herold, who spent

  much of his time bird watching around Maryland, an area he obviously knew well, having spent hours in the swampy waterways of the Maryland peninsula. Herold, a southerner who had moved north before

  the war, was pleased to help, both for the sake of his Confederate colleagues and to assist the charismatic Booth.




  Over the next few months Booth made many visits into the Maryland countryside, often acting as a potential real estate buyer, or claiming to be looking for horse stock. One day he attended a

  Catholic service in Bryan town, about thirty miles from Washington, and there was introduced to Dr Samuel A. Mudd, a Charles County physician. The thirty-year-old Mudd was the son of a wealthy

  planter who had employed up to one hundred slaves before the war broke out. On commencement of hostilities the slaves had dispersed and Mudd had been forced to give up his medical practice to help

  out on the farm. After their introduction Booth was invited to stay over at Mudd’s residence, during which they grew to know more of each other, although Booth did not indulge Mudd in his

  scheme to kidnap the President.




  With his new friendship with Mudd cemented, Booth returned to Washington, buying a new horse on the way back. Part of Booth’s kidnap plan involved having a horse stabled near the theatre

  as part of the escape plan – he intended to keep the horse in a run-down stable at the rear of Ford’s Theatre. Edman Spangler, the theatre’s handyman and joiner, was a person

  Booth knew quite well, having been employed to work at Junius Booth’s home where he carried out repairs and improvements. Now a middle-aged widower he was employed at the theatre, creating

  sets and generally helping out. Booth reacquainted himself with Spangler and soon they were seen out and about drinking together, Spangler enjoying the attention of his famous friend. Like many

  before him Spangler soon fell under Booth’s spell and agreed to help the actor with his plan.




  Through his links with Confederate agents Booth was now given the name of John Harrison Surratt, another sympathizer. When the two men met, Surratt was accompanied by a friend, Louis Weichmann,

  and the three men went out for food and drinks during which time Booth was able to size the two men up. Booth was of the opinion that Surratt was an intelligent man, more so than his other

  recruits, and he and Weichmann exhibited the same Confederate sympathies. Booth asked them so many questions that they began to suspect he was a Federal agent. When they refused to talk to him any

  further Booth was forced to reveal his plan to kidnap the President to Surratt, but not Weichmann. Later Weichmann would report that the two men had held a number of private conversations in his

  company, to which both men had claimed they were discussing a private property deal. Surratt listened to Booth’s foolhardy plan sceptically, but Booth was nothing if not persuasive and he

  soon had him considering the enormity of what they could achieve. Surratt was well aware of the Union’s dominance over the South and was keen to see if they could swing the South’s

  fortunes in the other direction. A few days after learning of the daring plot Surratt agreed to join the clan, keen to assist his southern allies.




  Surratt had gone with his mother to live in Washington after his father died, moving into a ten-room boarding house which Mrs Surratt now intended to run as a going concern. Mrs Surratt kept the

  boarding house scrupulously clean and its rooms were always in reasonable demand, although it would later be better known as the dwelling where the egg of conspiracy was hatched.




  Surratt gave up his job to commit himself full time to the plot and made a contribution early on by managing to recruit another willing helper, a 29-year-old German immigrant named George A.

  Atzerodt. Surratt realized that any workable plan would involve them escaping across the Potomac River and decided to visit Port Tobacco, a small town on the edge of Pope’s Creek in southern

  Maryland, six hours hard ride from Washington. It was here that Surratt met Atzerodt, a cabinet maker by day and an oarsman by night. The two men had previously met and Surratt knew that Atzerodt

  would be available for a price so was easily able to persuade him to visit Washington to discuss terms with Booth.




  Booth gave the pathetic-looking Atzerodt the full treatment – fancy food and lots to drink. Atzerodt had a slightly sly look to him as well as being particularly scruffy and in need of a

  wash, yet Booth decided to invite him to join the group as a co-conspirator, not just an employed river man which had been the original intention.




  By now Booth had decided that the abduction would happen at one of Washington’s many theatres, as it gave Booth, the well-known actor, a legitimate reason for being there and no doubt

  appealed to his sense of drama. The plan was simple. Booth and an accomplice would accost the President in his box at gunpoint and then truss him up. They would then lower the President onto the

  stage by rope where the athletic Booth and his other helpers would whisk him out of the back of the theatre and away into the night, where, using their knowledge of the country lanes of Maryland,

  they would smuggle the President to Richmond via the Potomac River.




  Even though Booth recognized the need for yet another helper, it was folly to believe that an entire audience would simply sit and watch while the President of the United States was manhandled

  out of the theatre by kidnappers. What he needed was someone with an intimate knowledge of the theatre who would be able to extinguish the gas lights, plunging the place into darkness. To this end

  Booth set off to New York where he tried to enlist the help of a boyhood friend who was working with his brother Edwin, but the man turned the offer down flat. Booth returned to Washington where he

  again tried to recruit another young man but he too declined the offer. He was of course running a grave risk that any one of those he tried to recruit, especially those who refused to help, might

  have turned him over to the authorities. None did, probably not because they held Confederate sympathies, but more likely because they didn’t ever believe the plan would be put into

  action.




  Daily press reports relayed news of the North’s successes and most people, even the southerners, were convinced of the North’s impending victory. Day by day General Grant’s

  army was winning Confederate flags while Lee’s armies were being trapped and demolished in all of the main fighting zones. The daily newspapers made depressing reading for Booth who now

  wanted to push ahead with his plans.




  Booth had heard news that Lincoln was to attend Ford’s Theatre on 18 January, where he would watch a production of Jack Cade, so he put the word out to his conspirators to meet him

  in Washington, although how many showed is not known. In any event the night in question was stormy and Lincoln decided to stop at home.




  This turn of events made Booth reconsider his plan. He wasn’t convinced of the reasons that the President stayed home that evening and wondered whether news of his plan had reached

  official ears. He put the plan on hold and the conspirators went their separate ways for a while, Booth moving to New York and the others simply went back to where they had come from. Had it been

  left up to the others then it is most unlikely that the plan would have been enacted at all, for it is thought that with the exception of Surratt the others were sceptical that the plot would ever

  come to fruition.




  By February, with yet more bad news gracing the front pages of America’s newspapers, Booth tried to rekindle the interest amongst his band of merry plotters. During his efforts to rally

  the troops, a number of whom seemed to have lost their enthusiasm, Booth came across another potential helper and one who seemed significantly more competent than the others. Lewis Thornton Powell

  had been a private in the Confederate Army, who had had once seen Booth on the stage which was the basis of a chance conversation they had. Somehow the two reached an understanding, Powell was

  recruited and Booth rewarded him with new clothes and money to spend. Powell became Booth’s most trusted associate and was considered to be an excellent recruit. Powerfully built and with a

  violent temper, he could be relied upon in times of trouble, yet was docile and obedient in Booth’s company, referring to Booth as “Cap”.




  In February 1865, Powell arrived in Washington having in the meantime changed his name to Lewis Paine after turning himself over to the Federal authorities and swearing an oath of allegiance to

  the Union. He called at the boarding house of Mrs Surratt, where as others would later testify, Paine was warmly welcomed and offered supper and a room in the attic.




  With Paine now in Washington Booth’s assembled gang of conspirators were all ready and present, with Surratt travelling back and forth between Washington and Richmond, and Arnold and

  O’Laughlin on call in Baltimore. The others, David Herold, George Atzerodt and the theatre’s handyman, Ned Spangler, were also awaiting instructions.




  Throughout this period of extended planning Booth had also managed to collect an impressive array of knives and guns. One of his associates would later recall how he had barged in on Booth one

  day and caught him with several guns spread out on a bedroom table – the day in question just happened to be Inauguration Day. Whether Booth had planned to shoot the President at this most

  special event is not known for sure – he certainly had a viable opportunity for he had been given a special ticket to the event and would have been perfectly placed to carry out the attack,

  although this approach lacked the benefit of a realistic escape plan.




  Booth was amongst the crowd when Lincoln gave his famous, five-minute inaugural address, during which he uttered words of reconciliation. Looking much older than his 56 years, Lincoln spoke of

  his hopes for a land soon to be at peace. He spoke of freedom for all, the need to bind up the nation’s wounds and the desire to look after the country’s widows and orphans. The crowds

  who had gathered to listen absorbed the words and were keen to move to a more united future, all that is except for Booth – the speech hadn’t moved him at all.




  As Booth had anticipated, the security on Inauguration Day was tight, with marksmen positioned all around the great room. The entrances were manned by armed guards and only those with legitimate

  passes were allowed in. All coats and garments that could have concealed a weapon had to be removed at the door – thanks to Lincoln’s friend Lamon, no chances had been taken.




  By now Lincoln had begun to believe that the need for high security had been overstated. As the war was about to end he received an invitation from General Grant to witness the end of the

  Confederacy at first hand. The President was keen and on 23 March 1865, he made his way to Grant’s headquarters on the James River, near Petersburg. Believing that the situation was safe

  Lincoln even brought along his wife, Mary Todd Lincoln, a decision which would in due course have an influence on future events. Mrs Lincoln did not get on well with General Grant’s wife,

  Julia, and the two had a number of cross words, after which Julia Grant spent much of her time trying to avoid being in Mrs Lincoln’s company.




  During Lincoln’s visit to the front line General Grant launched the full might of his army against the entrenched Confederates and was soon rewarded with their retreat. Lincoln quickly

  wired his War Secretary that Robert E. Lee’s army had abandoned the Petersburg trenches; this was followed by another wire a short time later declaring that Richmond had fallen.




  Lincoln now chose to visit the captured Confederate capital to see the situation for himself. Accompanied by only a dozen armed soldiers the President walked through Richmond’s downtown

  area, moving from building to building. The white people who saw him looked glum but none appeared to bear him malice and none made any attempt to attack him. As a result of this Lincoln now

  believed that if he could walk safely through a one-time Confederate stronghold he must surely be safe in Washington; from then on he began to take less precautions for his personal safety.




  Booth was in Washington when news of Richmond’s fall was received and had to watch as the streets erupted into thunderous celebration, a bitter pill for a Confederate sympathizer to

  swallow. In the days that followed the papers reported the events, presenting victorious headlines and reflecting on the euphoria which now engulfed the capital city. Whether it was in reaction to

  the public celebrations that spurred Booth on is not known, but he strongly resented the outpouring of glee which was visible on all but a few of Washington’s residents.




  Shortly after the fall of Richmond, on 13 April, Grant and his wife returned to Washington where they became the centre of the public’s attention, everyone wanting to see the hero who had

  defeated the Confederacy. A police escort had to be provided to ensure the unrestricted passage of Grant from his hotel to the War Office where he had some administrative duties to take care of.

  From there he was escorted to the White House where he met with the President, during which Lincoln invited General Grant and his wife to a theatre performance the following evening.




  Grant was well aware of the frosty relations which existed between his wife Julia and Mary Lincoln and did not relish the thought of having to spend an evening in the tight squeeze of a theatre

  box with them. With the war now over he was also keen to visit his children who were elsewhere at boarding school. It would be this reason he would give for not being able to attend the theatre,

  but in reality it was Mrs Lincoln’s brash manner which kept them away and which saved them from the possible danger they would have been in had they gone to the theatre that night.




  On the morning of 14 April 1865, Lincoln called together his war cabinet for a brief meeting, during which Grant reviewed the surrender of Richmond with them. When the meeting was concluded

  Grant was able to make his excuses and went back to his hotel to collect his wife and belongings.




  Booth too had heard of Grant’s arrival in Washington and watched as the crowds continued their merry celebrations at the expense of people like himself. The overzealous nature of the

  town’s elation left Booth with a strong desire to wipe the smiles off their faces and so he set about planning his revenge. The one observation which Booth had noted was the President’s

  habit of visiting the theatre with any special guest who arrived in town. He concluded therefore that he would extend the same invitation to General Grant and began making enquiries as to where the

  President might go. Booth began visiting the multitude of show houses and enquired within if any were expecting the President. By checking the billboards Booth could see that Ford’s Theatre

  was presenting a long-running show called Our American Cousin, whereas Grover’s Theatre was staging a brand-new show called Aladdin, or the Wonderful Lamp, and concluded

  that Grover’s was the better bet. Enquiring within he found the theatre manager in discussion with a colleague; interrupting he enquired if they were intending to invite the President along.

  The manager confirmed they were and then quickly turned to his assistant to remind him to send the invitation.




  For Booth, the morning of 14 April commenced with him carefully dressing and then going for breakfast at the National Hotel. Wanting to look his best for what would be the most important day of

  his life, Booth then went for a haircut before returning to his rooms where he met with Michael O’Laughlin. O’Laughlin, despite his southern sympathies, could not resist joining in the

  merriment and arrived from Baltimore with the intention of joining the party. Booth attempted to re-engage him in the conspiracy but failed – O’Laughlin was too busy enjoying himself

  and had more partying planned for that very evening.




  After O’Laughlin left the hotel Booth set about organizing his own plans. He visited Ford’s Theatre which he used as a mailing address and was handed a bundle of letters by Henry

  Clay Ford, brother of the theatre owner. During their brief discussion Ford told him that the President and Mrs Lincoln would be accompanied by General Grant to their theatre that very night.

  Booth’s guesswork had been wrong – they would not be at the Grover Theatre as he thought and now he would need to change his plans rapidly.




  Leaving the theatre he headed over to the livery stable where he kept the horse he had bought while in Maryland and instructed the liveryman to deliver the large, heavy horse to Ned Spangler who

  would put it in the stables he had readied just behind Ford’s Theatre. His plan now was to allow Lewis Paine to use the horse as his getaway and so he now needed a horse of his own. It was

  mid-afternoon when visited a stable on C Street, where he ordered the stable lad to make the horse available and ready to go by 4 p.m.




  Booth next arrived at Mrs Surratt’s boarding house where he found her preparing to leave for a brief visit out of town with Louis Weichmann, her long-time lodger. Booth now fully

  implicated Mrs Surratt by handing her a small package wrapped in coarse brown paper and tied with twine, which he requested she take with her and deliver to a man named John Lloyd at the

  Surrattsville Tavern. The package would play a major part in Surratt’s life although she nearly set off without it and had to return to collect it, keeping Weichmann waiting in the carriage.

  Weichmann was soon to find out what whispers had passed between Booth and John Surratt the first time they met, that it was not a property deal they were engaged in, but rather a murderous

  conspiracy.




  Booth next called on Lewis Paine whome he found lolling on his bed. Booth quickly brought Paine up to date with the plan, telling him he intended to shoot the President that very evening and

  demanding that he take care of General Grant. Paine accepted the assignment with little emotion, shortly thereafter checking out of his hotel and heading out for something to eat.




  Booth then unsuccessfully tried to track down George Atzerodt, leaving him a note, before heading back to Ford’s Theatre where he was seen by a number of people. It is thought that Booth

  then reconnoitred the presidential theatre box. Making his way up to the mezzanine floor he would be able to see boxes six and seven, normally separated by a screen, but now enlarged to accommodate

  the President’s party. As Booth made his way back out he came across a man who he had dealt with previously in respect of buying properties. When the man suggested they go for a drink in an

  adjoining bar, Booth readily accepted.




  At around 4.00 p.m. Booth collected his horse from the stable and had the liveryman shorten the stirrups for him before heading off towards Grover’s Theatre. Finding the manager’s

  box empty Booth settled to write a letter to the National Intelligencer, a prominent Washington newspaper. In a surprising turn of events, as Booth was leaving the theatre he bumped into

  John Mathews, one of the men he had visited in New York and who had turned him down in his quest to kidnap the President. He greeted Mathews cordially and the two spoke for a short while before

  Booth asked if Mathews would kindly deliver his letter to the newspaper the following day, a task which on this occasion Mathews accepted. As Mathews was in the play at Ford’s Theatre that

  night and would witness the events for himself at close quarters, no longer would he doubt the resolve of Booth to carry through his daring plan. Worse still, Mathews read the letter and in fear of

  implicating himself in the plot burned it, not forewarning those who could have prevented the murder. Mathews would remain tight lipped about the letter for two years following the

  assassination.




  Booth took his own horse to the stable behind the theatre and then invited Spangler and two other theatre staff out for a drink, after which he bought them a bottle of whiskey which he asked

  them to enjoy on him. He meanwhile went back into the pretty much deserted theatre and continued to make his plans. Taking a block of wood he approached a white door that led to the corridor

  outside the presidential box. Practising a few times he was able to be sure that by jamming the wood between the door and the wall, the door would be secure from anyone trying to get in – the

  President would therefore be unable to get assistance immediately after the attack. Once he was sure the door could be secured he hid the block of wood in a dark corner where it would go

  unnoticed.




  Happy that his plans were now in place Booth returned to the National Hotel where he enjoyed a light supper and a liqueur before returning to his room. Upstairs he changed his clothes and loaded

  his pistol, a .44-calibre, single-shot Derringer, which though small, fired a lead ball nearly half an inch in diameter.




  Booth held the final meeting of his remaining accomplices at around 8 p.m. when Paine, Atzerodt and Herold were informed of a more ambitious plot. Booth had learned earlier that although Grant

  had been invited to the theatre he had since left town. Paine therefore would not be able to deal with him as previously thought. Booth now suggested that instead of Grant he intended that Paine

  should ride to the home of William Seward, the Secretary of State, and murder him. Herold would act as Paine’s guide, leading him to Seward’s address and then guiding him away

  afterwards. Atzerodt meanwhile would seek out the Vice President, Andrew Johnson, who was staying at a local hotel and shoot him. Booth looked at his cohorts and told them the time of the attacks

  should be 10.15 p.m. Afterwards they would meet at the Navy Yard Bridge before fleeing to Surrattville; where they would be able to pick up the package that Mrs Surratt had delivered – a

  package containing more weapons. From there they hoped to cross the Potomac River and find a safe haven in the South.




  All but Atzerodt seemed happy – he was not so keen on the ever-changing plans and complained that he had only agreed to the plot when it involved the kidnapping of the President. Atzerodt

  would later testify that Booth had said they would all be hung anyhow so backing out was not an option. By the time the men left the meeting President Lincoln was already seated in his box at

  Ford’s Theatre watching Our American Cousin.




  Sometime between 9.30 p.m. and 10 p.m. Booth rode into the alleyway behind the theatre and called for Ned Spangler, who appeared on the third call. Booth asked him to hold the horse but Spangler

  said he would be missed if he weren’t inside and that he would ask Joseph Burroughs, the junior handyman, to come and hold it instead. Ironically Spangler and Burroughs had argued earlier in

  the day while preparing the presidential box. Spangler had cursed Lincoln and Burroughs had taken exception, asking him why he was blaspheming against Lincoln. Now Burroughs was about to hold the

  getaway pony for the President’s assassin.




  Once inside the theatre Booth took a route beneath the stage and crossed to the other side into the lobby. It was now a little after 10 p.m. and Booth had already passed a number of people who

  knew him by sight. He walked briskly up the stairs to the dress circle and paused, looking around; more people in the audience recognized him as he turned and headed to the white door which gave

  entry to the corridor outside the presidential box. Army Captain Theodore McGowan, who was close by, testified later that Booth took a pack of visiting cards from his pocket. Booth then showed one

  of them to the President’s footman and messenger, Charles Forbes, who was sitting near the white door, before going through the door, closing it behind him. He was now within touching

  distance of the President – the bodyguards who should have been guarding the door were clearly not in attendance. Years later one would admit that they had moved in order to get a better view

  of the stage, leaving Lincoln completely vulnerable.




  Safely ensconced in the corridor Booth now took the wood block he had hidden earlier and positioned it to prevent the door from being opened. The play was now in full flow and laughter filled

  the theatre. With the sound more than covering his own movements Booth slipped stealthily into the presidential box and moved towards Lincoln’s rocking chair. The presidential party were so

  engrossed in the play that Booth’s arrival went unnoticed by them, although a restaurant owner sat opposite noticed the stranger’s arrival. James P. Ferguson had come to the theatre

  that night in the hope of seeing his idol, General Grant, so when he saw the shadowy shape of someone moving in behind the President, he hoped and expected it to be Grant.




  Lincoln was sat forward in his chair, his arms resting on the railings and looking down at someone in the orchestra pit. Ferguson saw what happened next. The President suddenly turned as if to

  look at the stranger and in that very instance he saw the blue flash of Booth’s Derringer. The audience were still laughing when the shot splintered into Lincoln’s skull. Almost

  immediately he slumped into his chair, while Mrs Lincoln leaned toward her husband to hold him up. Major Henry Rathbone, who was sharing the presidential box, looked through the smoke and could see

  Booth standing there. Rathbone lunged towards Booth knocking the pistol out of his hand but Booth had drawn a dagger and was slashing mercilessly at him. In the heat of the struggle Booth managed

  to break free, leapt onto the railings and then off towards the stage. Unfortunately for Booth one of his spurs got caught in one of the flags shrouding the presidential box, his normally perfect

  balance was disrupted and he landed heavily on just one foot, breaking two small bones in his left leg.




  Amazingly the 1,000-strong audience did nothing; many presumed the madman jumping onto the stage was all part of the act. It had taken just thirty seconds from Booth entering the presidential

  box to leaping onto the stage and escaping, most people still unaware of the monumental tragedy which had unfolded in their presence, all that was left was a curl of smoke drifting through the air.

  A moment later and everyone knew something terrible had happened as Major Rathbone shouted instructions to stop the escaping man, his voice barely audible above the screams of Mrs Lincoln.




  Two men who did react quickly were A.C. Richards, superintendent of the Metropolitan Police, who was sitting in the dress circle, and Joseph B. Stewart, a Washington lawyer. When Richards saw

  the man limping away, he dashed down onto the stage and began searching the backstage area, where he was joined by Stewart.




  Booth meanwhile was heading towards the back door, his dagger still drawn and flashing dangerously in the dim light. As he hobbled down the passageway leading to the rear exit door he found his

  way blocked by William Withers Jr, the leader of the orchestra, who had gone backstage during a break. Booth was in no mood to make requests and slashed out at Withers twice, the first slicing

  through his clothing the second delivering a nasty wound to his neck. Once outside he screamed at Burroughs to bring the horse around; when Burroughs did not respond quickly enough Booth knocked

  him to the ground with the butt of his knife and kicked him. Climbing into the saddle he spurred the horse on and galloped away. Within seconds Richards and Stewart arrived at the open door in time

  to hear the frantic sound of a galloping horse heading away down the alley and into the night.




  By now the theatre had erupted into panic and misery, people were stood around crying as news of the attack on the President spread. A doctor in the audience who had been attached to an army

  unit and was familiar with gunshot wounds made his way to the presidential box. When he arrived Rathbone was just removing the wooden door jam that Booth had used to secure the white door. As he

  entered the room he saw Mrs Lincoln cradling the President, whose head was bowed, his chin resting on his chest. The distraught First Lady asked if the doctor would be able to help the President,

  although at first glance he had assumed the President was dead. Laying him out on the floor he ran his hand through the President’s blood-matted hair, his finger finding the half-inch hole at

  the back of his head. Having found no pulse the doctor pushed his finger into the bullet hole and removed a blood clot in the vain hope of reducing the pressure on the President’s brain.

  Another doctor then arrived, 23-year-old Dr Charles Sabin, who had been helped up over the railings and into the President’s private box. The two doctors began to applying artificial

  respiration, pushing the President’s diaphragm in and out; when this didn’t work Sabin tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. Eventually Lincoln’s breathing returned feebly on its

  own. Having worked hard to maintain the President’s life Sabin now faced the reality of the President’s injury – he had suffered a mortal gunshot wound to the brain and would

  ultimately die of his injuries. However, no one wanted him to die in the theatre box, the White House was too far and so he was carried across the street to a boarding house where more doctors

  arrived, eventually sixteen in total attending the dying President, who lingered on despite his severe injury. Throughout the night Lincoln’s life ebbed slowly away; the gunshot wound to the

  head had caused major damage. Had he been shot today his wounds would have been difficult to treat and his prognosis poor. At 6.40 a.m., Dr Albert King jotted in a notebook that Lincoln’s

  breaths were prolonged and groaning. At 7 a.m. King noted that the President was still breathing but with long pauses. Then, at 7.22 a.m., some nine hours after the attack, the President’s

  chest rose, fell and did not rise again. Lincoln was dead, the victim of a most audacious assassination.




  At the same time as Lincoln was being shot, Booth’s cohorts were involved in murderous activities themselves. At 10.10 p.m., Lewis Paine arrived at Seward’s three-storey mansion on

  Lafayette Square, adjacent to the White House. Paine was accompanied by David Herold who, after refusing to be actively involved in the murder, was acting solely as the guide. Paine’s plan

  was to pretend to be delivering medicine to the sick Seward and to insist on seeing the man so as to provide strict dosage instructions. Knocking at the door Paine was initially met by

  Seward’s black servant William Bell, to whom he gave his story. When Bell refused to allow him entry Paine became more insistent and barged past the servant into the hallway. The commotion

  drew the attention of the other guests who were now wondering what all the noise was about. As Bell climbed the stairs to see if Seward could receive a visitor, Paine noisily followed on behind,

  quite aware that his presence was unwanted. At the top of the stairs Bell and Paine ran into Seward’s son Frederick, whereupon Paine once again explained his errand. Frederick was concerned

  at disturbing his father but decided to check on him to see if the visit was possible. Unfortunately Frederick had now unknowingly given Paine Seward’s location. When Frederick refused Paine

  permission to enter his father’s bedroom Paine turned as if to walk down back down the stairs, then suddenly spun round with a pistol in his hand, pointed the gun directly at Frederick and

  pulled the trigger, but to Paine’s disappointment the gun did not go off. Faced with a situation he had not foreseen Paine lunged at Frederick and whipped him about the head with the butt of

  the gun, breaking it in the process. Frederick sustained two skull fractures in the attack yet managed to grapple with the much bigger Paine, right up to his father’s bedroom door. Outside

  William Bell had run into the street to find some help, screaming, “Murder! Murder!”




  Hearing the commotion outside, Private George F. Robinson, who had been sitting with Seward, opened the door to the bedroom and was met by Paine who had drawn his bowie knife. Robinson was

  struck immediately on the forehead and was forced to the ground with blood pouring from the open wound. Also in the room was Seward’s daughter, Fanny, who was shoved out of the way as Paine

  jumped on to the sick man’s bed. Striking ferociously with his knife, Paine inflicted several severe injuries, the first opening a wound so deep on Seward’s cheek that his tongue could

  be seen through it. Other stabs hit the beleaguered Seward in his neck, narrowly missing major arteries.




  Robinson had by now got to his feet and had struck Paine from behind, but he continued slashing away with his knife, injuring Robinson even more, twice cutting him through to the bone. Another

  house guest now joined the affray, Seward’s other son, Major Augustus Seward, who had been asleep in the room next door. He and Robinson grappled with Paine and the three men gradually moved

  towards the bedroom door. Once at the top of the stairs Paine broke free and dashed down into the hallway where he ran into Seward’s State Department messenger, who had his back to him, and

  stabbed the man before running for his horse. By now David Herold had already departed, afraid the screams of William Bell would draw in help before Paine could complete his work.




  Inside the house, Seward had suddenly regained consciousness, declared that he was not dead and that a surgeon should be called along with the police. He subsequently survived the attack and

  would live to see justice dispensed.




  Vice President Johnson, George Atzerodt’s intended victim, would also survive. Atzerodt, who was not a killer by nature, had become less and less happy with his role as the evening had

  progressed. Typical of the man he handled his unease in the best way he knew how – he got drunk in the bar of Kirkwood House, the hotel where Vice President Johnson was staying. The timing of

  Atzerodt’s attack was of great significance, as was his victim, for once Johnson became aware of Lincoln’s condition, as the next in line to the presidency he would be forced to visit

  and potentially take control. Atzerodt allowed the 10.15 p.m. deadline to come and go, instead sinking further into a whiskey induced haze. With the task still preying on his mind, he decided to

  leave the hotel and instead find lodgings for the night, he had decided he would not be able to progress with Booth’s plan. Out on the street he noticed a large contingent of cavalry troops

  ride past, and suspected he knew their business. As if to distance himself further from the evening’s plans he threw his dagger away and staggered off to find a bed for the night.




  News of the attack on the President spread fast – even in these early days of the fledgling newspaper industry reporters were prepared to sell their papers on the back of some startling

  headlines. Secretary of War Stanton had assumed the responsibilities of the President and had already set in motion plans to capture the perpetrators. All southbound trains from Washington had been

  halted, all boats on the Potomac were prevented from touching shore south of Alexandria and all other members of the cabinet were under the watchful eyes of armed guards.




  Ford’s Theatre had been closed down and hundreds of statements taken from eyewitnesses, all of whom claimed to have recognized the man who jumped from the presidential box as John Wilkes

  Booth. The weight of evidence seemed beyond doubt. Stanton now turned the full focus of his attention to catching the killer.




  After Lincoln had died his body was removed to the White House and preparations were made to swear in Vice President Johnson, thus releasing Stanton from his temporary presidential duties, to

  concentrate on Booth. He released a cable at 3 a.m., naming Booth as the assassin and effectively put all authorities on alert.




  The opportunity to catch Booth within an hour of the attack had come and gone. Booth had ridden his horse hard towards the Navy Yard Bridge arriving at around 10.45 p.m. The bridge had normally

  operated a curfew which prevented anyone crossing after 9 p.m. but with the war over this rule had been relaxed. When Booth reached the bridge he slowed to a stop, allowing the sentries to question

  him. Amazingly Booth gave his correct name and even told the two sentries that he was heading towards south Maryland. Not knowing the events that had unfolded in Washington they allowed Booth to

  continue on his way. A short time afterward the sentries allowed David Herold to cross the bridge, having enquired of him only briefly.




  Ten minutes after Herold crossed the Navy Yard Bridge he caught up with Booth whose lower leg was causing him severe pain. The pair swapped horses as Herold’s had an easier gate and they

  rode on towards Surrattsville and the tavern owned by Mary Surratt. Here they collected the guns they had shipped out earlier with Mrs Surratt, drank some whiskey and set off again heading

  south-east. Before they departed they told John Lloyd, the operator of the tavern, that they were pretty sure they had killed the President and Secretary Seward.




  With Booth’s leg causing him severe pain the pair headed to Bryan town and the home of Dr Samuel Mudd, where Booth had previously spent a night. At 4 a.m. Mudd was awakened by the sound of

  approaching horses and opened his door to find two men standing there, later testifying that he did not recognize Booth from his previous encounter, although many years later he changed his story

  to say he did recognize Booth but was not aware that he was a fugitive.




  Dr Mudd prepared a splint for Booth’s leg, put him to bed for the evening and retired once more for the night himself. Mudd did not sleep well and rose early the following morning

  preparing breakfast for Booth and Herold, most of which Booth could not face because of the searing pain he was still experiencing in his lower leg. As soon as the pair were up they enquired with

  Mudd as to the fastest route to the Potomac River. Mudd pointed out an old cart track which led directly into the Zekiah Swamp, a forbidding wilderness of bog land and dense undergrowth, swarming

  with flies, lizards and bugs.




  That afternoon the two men set off into the swamp and were soon miserably lost. At 9 p.m., tired and disorientated, they came across the log cabin of black tobacco farmer, Oswell Swann, to whom

  they offered $12 if he would guide them out of the swamp and to the home of Samuel Cox, a wealthy farmer and known Confederate sympathizer. Oswell accepted the offer and they set off through the

  wilderness, often ending up in thick undergrowth with no apparent way out, but finally they emerged and were thankfully just across the fields from Cox’s farmhouse; it was late but they hoped

  for a warm welcome.




  Booth identified himself as Lincoln’s assassin and requested that Cox help him across the Potomac and away to the South. Cox, Confederate though he was, decided that he could not provide a

  comfortable bed for the night and instead had them sleep in a dense thicket about two miles from the farmhouse. The next day he despatched his adopted son to fetch a Confederate agent named Thomas

  A. Jones. A daring and resourceful man, Jones had helped couriers across the Potomac many times and knew the shoreline well.




  When Jones arrived at the thicket he gave a small whistle and announced that he had been sent by Cox to help. By now federal agents were swarming all over the area and Jones knew it would be

  difficult to get the two men across the river. Booth had given away his route and now he was being pursued day by day, while the rest of his accomplices had already been rounded up and were

  spilling the beans on the brains behind the plot.




  The press had announced to the world the murder of Lincoln, but unlike modern assassinations, the population were split on the news. So soon after the fall of the Confederacy many of those in

  the South still resented their loss and downfall after the civil war. In the North though, the citizens were baying for Booth’s blood and also that of his band of murderous helpers.

  Washington prepared itself for revenge; the trial would be just a precursor to the main event. In the hours following the assassination the police had already gathered the names of those involved:

  John Surratt, George Atzerodt, David Herold and Ned Spangler. Atzerodt had been easily detected. When a detective named John Lee visited Kirkwood House where Vice President Johnson had been

  staying, dropping by the bar he was told of a suspicious person who had been drinking there that night having booked into one of the rooms the previous day. Lee broke down the door to

  Atzerodt’s bedroom and soon found incriminating evidence of the crime. Amongst the guns, cartridges and a knife, Lee found a Montreal bank book made out in the name of J. Wilkes Booth. From

  here the connection from one suspect to the next unfolded easily. Booth’s known relationship with John Surratt led a police squad to Mrs Surratt’s boarding house where she and Louis

  Weichmann were hauled in for questioning. During questioning Weichmann revealed all he knew about the Surratt house, its visitors and the comings and goings of John Wilkes Booth. At the time of the

  assassination John Surratt had been in New York and was astounded when he became aware of a $25,000 dollar bounty on his head. He quickly headed north over the border into Canada where he remained

  hidden for the next two years. His absence would have a great impact on the fate of his mother, who was now considered to be heavily implicated in the plot.




  In another twist to this saga and one bordering on the ridiculous, another chance arrest was made at Mrs Surratt’s boarding house. During the police search a large man with a pick axe over

  his shoulder called at the house and claimed he had been employed by Mrs Surratt to dig some drains. Mrs Surratt claimed she had never seen the man before let alone hired him to do a job for her.

  As a precaution the police arrested him and took him in for questioning. The man later confessed to being Lewis Paine and was eventually identified as the man who had attempted to kill Secretary

  Seward. He had been in hiding for three days near the Navy Yard Bridge and had been forced out through desperation and hunger.




  Booth and Herold were still hiding in the thicket near the home of Samuel Cox, Thomas Jones regularly supplying them with food and brandy. After a long wait, news that the search for Booth and

  Herold had moved further away arrived and it seemed time to make a move. Jones had secured them a small boat hidden on the shores of the Potomac and now guided them through the final stretch of

  undergrowth, he walking ahead and whistling to confirm that the way was clear. The two men climbed in the boat and rowed away from the shore, until Jones vanished out of sight. Herold kept rowing

  all through the night until finally at daybreak the reality of their bid for freedom became obvious. Not only had the incoming tide carried them several miles back up the river but they were also

  still on the Maryland side. Tired, hungry and disappointed they brought the boat back into the shore and headed once more into the foliage, this time heading for the farm of Perigrinne Davis,

  another Confederate sympathiser. Hoping to gather provisions and then move on again the two men were forced to lay low again as they found themselves back in the heart of the search zone with

  hundreds of officers scouring the land and surrounding countryside.




  Eventually the two men made another attempt to cross the Potomac and were this time successful, landing at Gambo Creek. Their hope however of finding refuge in the bosom of their Confederate

  allies was not one they would realise. Virginia had now been taken over by Federal troops and there were few now brave enough or stupid enough to aid the President’s assassin. Fleeing from

  place to place they were occasionally given food and drink but never refuge, no one wanting to be the harbourers of the two most wanted men in America. Anyone who did consider it had only to read

  the newspapers to catch the mood of those back in Washington and the fate of anyone caught assisting the villains.




  Deciding that they needed to move on again the two men made their way to the Rappahannock River where they planned to cross into West Virginia and put even more distance between them and

  Washington. Arriving at the jetty they found that the ferry was on the other side and so were forced to wait. Herold manage to get into conversation with a number of Confederate soldiers who were

  returning home and asked for their assistance, admitting that he and his friend were the ones responsible for the President’s death. It was a risky and foolhardy admission but one that paid

  off. The two men were asked to share the cavalrymen’s horses and were escorted across the river to Port Royal, from where the two men made their way to the farm of Richard Garrett, another

  man who had total loyalty to the Confederacy. They were offered food and shelter under assumed names and for a while were able to relax, more comfortable than they had been since they had gone on

  the run.




  Not long after the cavalrymen had departed they returned with awful news, Federal soldiers had crossed the Rappahannock River to Port Royal and were heading towards them. Wishing the two men

  luck the cavalrymen rode off again towards the town of Bowling Green.




  Booth and Herold considered their next move but were soon forced to hide at the sound of approaching horses. Luckily the troop went straight past; they too were heading for Bowling Green. They

  decided that they would stay at Garrett’s ranch another night and made themselves comfortable in the barn, planning to make their escape the following morning. Unfortunately for them both,

  the Federal troops were hot on the trail of the cavalrymen who had been identified by someone when they themselves had docked at Port Royal. When the cavalrymen were finally tracked down they

  immediately gave the game away. Tired but determined the troops turned around and headed back to Garrett’s ranch, arriving there at 2 a.m. Their hope of arriving undetected were dashed when

  Garrett’s dogs started barking, drawing Garrett from his slumber.




  When Garret denied any knowledge of the two men the troops threatened to hang him there and then, a threat which encouraged Garrett’s son to blurt out that the wanted men were asleep in

  the barn. The soldiers surrounded the building and ordered the two men to surrender themselves, at which they heard then arguing – Herold clearly wanted to surrender but Booth was not of the

  same opinion. After a while the troops shouted in again at which point the barn door opened and David Herold emerged empty handed, his hands above his head. Booth, having previously called Herold a

  coward and a traitor, now shouted, “There is a man here who wants to surrender awful bad; he is innocent of any crime whatever.”




  The gibbering Herold was tied to a tree as the soldiers turned their attention back to the barn. Booth now offered to face the entire troop in a shoot-off, an offer the troop declined. One of

  the officers now went to the rear of the barn and lit some hay, throwing it through one of the larger gaps in the wooden building. Soon the barn was ablaze and the troops could see Booth’s

  silhouette against the dancing flames. Booth started to head towards the barn door where upon one of the troops fired a shot through another gap in the wood which floored Booth. He was pulled from

  the blazing structure and laid out on Garrett’s porch. A gaping wound in his neck had caused severe damage and injured Booth’s spine and he lay paralysed on the floor.




  Panic now spread among the troops who had been instructed to capture Booth – Washington wanted a public trial but now it looked like that opportunity had passed. During the night

  Booth’s condition, just like the President before him, worsened and he eventually died at 7 a.m. in the morning.




  Disappointment spread as the press confirmed that the President’s assassin was dead. They would be denied the trial and the satisfaction of passing the death penalty, so in Booth’s

  absence attention now turned to those who had collaborated with Booth.




  Lincoln’s death triggered an outpouring of public emotion beyond anything America had ever seen. Within hours of the news of his death being known Washington was shrouded in black. On 18

  April 25,000 people filed through the White House where Lincoln’s body lay in state. The next day the body was taken to the Capitol Rotunda under escort. Minute guns boomed as the procession

  travelled up Pennsylvania Avenue, past 40,000 mourners. On 21 April Lincoln and the remains of his disinterred son Willie, who had died in 1862 at the age of 12, began their journey back to

  Illinois. Each city the train passed through on the 1,700 mile journey held its own public salute. By 4 May, when Lincoln and his son were entombed near his Springfield home, more than seven

  million people had shared in the emotional goodbye.




  All of those who had been arrested on suspicion of being involved in the conspiracy of murder were now being held in the most atrocious conditions aboard two prison ships. Kept in stifling holds

  the male prisoners were manacled with cuffs connected by a 14-inch long iron bar, intended to impede movement of the hands and arms. Their feet were chained and the chain anchored to 75-pound iron

  balls. For the purpose of preventing communication between the prisoners they had also been forced to wear a canvas hood with thick padding intended to block out noise. The hood had a small opening

  for the mouth, through which food could be eaten, but that was all – no eye holes and the whole thing tied at the neck. These tortuous hoods were worn day and night; removal even for the

  purpose of having a wash was not permitted. Mrs Surratt faced slightly less arduous conditions; spared the discomfort of the hood and wrist manacles she did however wear ankle chains.




  With the conspirators now firmly under lock and key, Secretary Stanton now focused his attention on the trials. Like the modern-day media the papers of the day were highly demanding in terms of

  representing what they perceived to be the public’s desire for justice and vengeance. The headlines screamed out for punishment and with Booth, the main perpetrator, now dead, it must be the

  others who should pay the price.




  Stanton, himself once an able attorney, was intent upon pursuing a military trial for the prisoners. The military justice system was not so constrained by the burden of proof, so guilt was more

  easily established, and once established the penalties were often more severe. Stanton was convinced that the need for swift and strong punishment was vital if Booth’s action were not to

  ignite an uprising in the South.




  Andrew Johnson as the new President was, however, uneasy about the legality of the prisoners undergoing a military trial and sought the opinion of the Attorney General, James Speed. Speed

  believed that if the prisoners had committed a crime against the United States then they must face a military court. Also, because he believed they may have broken the laws of war, they would not

  be allowed to face a civil court. With this news the President asked that nine competent officers form a commission with a view to trying the defendants.




  The commission was ostensibly made up of friends and colleagues of Stanton, many of whom would be criticized during the trial for showing favouritism to the prosecution. Not only was the

  commission deemed to be biased – all had Republican sympathies – but the commission itself was allowed to formulate its own rules and procedures. And unlike a normal court of law, the

  commission would be allowed to convict with a two-thirds majority, rather than the unanimous decision normally required to secure a conviction.




  Stanton asked the acting Adjutant General, Edward D. Townsend, to select the officers for the tribunal, all of who were committed Republicans. Appointed to the role of President of the

  commission was 62-year-old Major General David Hunter, a personal friend of Lincoln’s before his death. As Judge Advocate for the trial Stanton chose another old friend, Brigadier General

  Joseph Holt, who headed the War Department’s Bureau of Military Justice. Holt had been given the role of Judge Advocate General of the Army by Lincoln and in this capacity had set up many

  military commissions to prosecute political prisoners accused of disloyal practices, a procedure that had been criticized widely as despotic and unconstitutional. Finally to assist Holt, Stanton

  selected another long-time friend, Ohio’s John A. Bingham, a radical member of Congress who was a hellfire-and-brimstone lawyer; and Colonel Henry L. Burnett, an army prosecutor who had

  successfully won the death penalty in a number of Western military trials.




  Against this backdrop the defendants arrived in court on 9 May 1865, shuffling in one after the other, under strict armed guard. One by one they took their positions on a foot high platform,

  behind a wooden rail at the front of the guardhouse. Each sat looking glum: Sam Arnold, Lewis Paine, David Herold, Edman Spangler, Michael O’Laughlin, George Atzerodt, Dr Samuel Mudd and Mary

  Surratt, their hoods specially removed for the court appearance. The first day in court was a short one and the trial was adjourned as the accused had not yet been allowed to seek a defence

  council. On the second day, still without representation, the commission read out the charges and noted the not guilty pleas given by each prisoner.




  The spectators’ gallery was full and the courthouse was surrounded by members of the public and the press; the interest in the trial was immense, and in the outcome, already believed to be

  a foregone conclusion, even stronger.




  During the opening phases of the trial other conspirators were caught and found themselves in strange predicaments. Jefferson Davis was caught near Irwinville, Georgia and a day later, Clement

  Clay gave himself in to Federal authorities. Both were imprisoned in Fort Monroe, Virginia, during which time the court in Washington progressed as if they too had been charged and were there to

  present a defence.




  The trial was soon adjourned again as friends and family members fought to find legal representation for those imprisoned, a task which proved daunting as no one seemed willing to defend a bunch

  so publicly despised. By 12 May, all of the defendants had retained a defence council, many of whom were of an unusually high calibre. They were however expected to perform their duties under the

  most onerous of conditions – they were not for instance allowed to talk to their clients in the privacy of their cells, and the only communication allowed was in the full glare of the

  courtroom.




  As one of the lawyers later stated, “This was a contest in which a few lawyers were on one side and the whole of the United States was on the other, the verdict was known

  beforehand.”




  In another procedural restriction the prosecution were able to produce 198 prosecution witnesses, many of whom came and went without the opportunity of a cross examination. The defence on the

  other hand had to inform the Judge in advance of any witness who was to be called for the defence. The prosecution frequently called surprise witnesses who would add more fuel to the Confederate

  conspiracy theory and then disappear.




  The prosecution lawyers fought with an intensity that would shock a modern practitioner of the law – from the moment the trial commenced not only were the accused under attack but also the

  defence lawyers.




  The outcome for the most part seemed inevitable, certainly for three of them. Paine had been identified as the man who attacked Seward, Atzerodt had been identified as acting suspiciously in

  Vice President Johnson’s hotel and David Herold had been caught on the run with Booth. The defences presented on behalf of these men were at best long shots. Paine’s lawyers suggested

  he was insane, although an expert witness called by the defence suggested otherwise. Atzerodt’s defence was based on the fact that he did not commit a crime and was therefore portrayed as

  someone who couldn’t actually kill. Herold was described as being too simple minded to know what he was doing.




  The case against Ned Spangler was weak and ultimately hung on the statement of Jacob Ritterspaugh, the Ford’s Theatre stage hand who claimed he was struck by Spangler shortly after Booth

  made his escape. Ritterspaugh claimed Spangler had instructed him not to tell anyone the direction in which Booth had gone.
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