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Preface







‘Voici le temps des assassins.’


ARTHUR RIMBAUD





This book is the history of our love affair with violence. During the seven years in which I was writing it, people would often ask me what prompted me to devote so much time to a subject such as assassination. Though usually embarrassed for an appropriate response, looking back now I would say that it was one representative incident, apparently unconnected to the subject itself, that provoked my curiosity.


Some years ago I was lecturing on a temporary contract in the Department of English at Princeton University. I was supervising one student’s junior paper; she was a sweet and amiable young woman, intellectually alert, sensitive and thoughtful, an ideal student of literature. One day she came to my office a little late. I asked her what she had been doing. Without embarrassment or any awkwardness, she promptly explained that she had been watching on the internet the film of the beheading of Nicholas Evan Berg, an American businessman kidnapped by Islamic militants in Iraq. I was taken aback. Why on earth had she watched such a thing? She shrugged, and said that she couldn’t really explain it, but that lots of the students on campus had viewed the murder on their laptops. It seemed as though the fact that this man’s death was there online as an image had rendered it morally neutral, just an interesting thing to see, a test of courage for the viewer, a boundary challenged, a small thrill.


Age of Assassins is an attempt to explain my bafflement, my horror really, not just at the fact that she had permitted herself to collude in such a way with an act of political violence, but at the apparent flatness with which she did so. Shock was a kind of stimulant, assassination an entertainment. It was the conjunction of that student’s gentleness and her willingness to participate vicariously in cruelty that pulled me up. That complicity is, I believe, at the centre of the story of assassination in the last 150 years. It is this which this book seeks to investigate and unravel.


I should make it plain that I do not see myself as above the connivance at the heart of our fascination with violence, and, in particular, the violence of assassination. On a more intellectual level, it was researching William Shakespeare’s Macbeth, with its indebtedness to the Gowrie conspiracy, whereby plotters attempted to assassinate King James using witchcraft, that first drew my attention to the subject. Yet I had taught a course on crime movies at a London art school, and been puzzled even then by the voyeuristic glee with which students immersed themselves in murder. On two occasions, to my consternation and bafflement, a young woman student chose Myra Hindley as the subject of her final presentation, in both cases endeavouring to get in touch with her. I was troubled, but, after all, this was my course: it was I who had set up the situation in which such a thing could happen. In teaching the course, it struck me, in particular, how often the assassin was presented as a sensitive and tortured soul, or otherwise a cool embodiment of power. How had this situation arisen? Why did the figure of the assassin invite such equivocal and potent responses? In short, Age of Assassins is an attempt to answer these questions and examine those thoughts. It is both a narrative history of modern assassination and an attempt to reflect upon a situation in which such vicious crimes could look at best, heroic, and at worst, grimly fascinating.


Although there are excursions elsewhere and glances backwards and forwards, this book focuses largely on the USA and Europe from Dublin to Moscow during the years from the assassination of Abraham Lincoln to the attempted murder of Ronald Reagan. Even within this framework I had to select. The story of assassination is of course much bigger than this. However, it is one of the arguments of this book that by taking this narrower focus an interconnected narrative of events emerges. Although assassination is by its nature abrupt and shocking, yet within this framework one thing does lead to another. Within the book’s limits, there is in any case a plenitude of examples and contexts, from Tsarist Russia to Civil Rights-era America, from Armenia to Berlin, from presidents to industrialists, from monarchs to pop stars. Although some stories are mentioned in passing, my intention has always been not to take history in the gross, but to allow space to explain the political and cultural situation in which such murders have taken place, and to give enough detail to provide a sense of the character and qualities of both assassins and victims.


While I am suspicious of classifications in this area, in writing on this subject nonetheless some kind of working definition has to be made. We can say that assassination is the murder of a powerful or prominent person on account of their power and prominence. This rather minimal description is intended to be as all-embracing as possible. We might add that an assassination is a murder in which the impact is perceived as being, among other effects, political. Yet even a statement asserting that assassination is the killing of a political figure for political and not personal reasons runs into trouble, as it would seem to exclude all such murders committed by the mad, a limit that would rule out the consideration of some of the most significant assassinations.1


Such problems of definition are long-standing; the deed lives in its interpretation. Up until the late nineteenth century, political murder manifested an ethical contradiction. On one side, such slayings were the product of Roman virtue and Republican rectitude; in this instance the victims were tyrants and their killers were termed ‘tyrannicides’. On the other lay a feudal model of loyalty (perhaps more praised than practised), in which such killing seemed the worst kind of treachery; in this second instance, such murderers were named ‘assassins’. Here the word’s etymological roots among the Crusaders’ wars against Muslims were implicit; such killers were marked out as foreign, as demonic heretics. The sense of ‘assassination’ as murder by ambush similarly fitted the horror and cunning of such crimes.2


If one long-standing distinction separates the tyrannicide from the assassin, another divides the assassin from the terrorist. Though intertwined, there are crucial differences between a history of assassination and one of terrorism. This is especially true for the post-war period in the USA, as assassinations become the province of the lonely and politically unaffiliated individual. Even before then, while many assassinations were tied to revolutionary movements, it was clear that the crime was very often a freelance effort, an action by an individual against an individual. In the passage from terrorism to assassination, the target moved from society in general to society’s identifiable and famous leaders. 


From the 1860s to the present day, assassinations have often exerted enormous influence, provoking revolutions, shifting policies, even sparking wars. However, sometimes they produced no major change at all, merely enforcing an adjustment of personnel. The route to success or failure by which individual assassinations provoke a key transformation is a subject that this book consciously does not treat at length. For one of its arguments is that in its 120–year period, assassination shook itself loose from the bonds of political efficacy. Instead, beginning with Lincoln, the sheer fact of having acted at all, and that act’s immediate metamorphosis into a portent was all at which the assassin really aimed.


An assassination is always a catastrophe; it is nothing if not dramatic. Sometimes, indeed, it may even subside into melodrama. But, in narrative terms, there must always be a spectacular intrusion into the ordinary process of living, an intervention disrupting the expected. There, at the centre of the thing, is a shot, a stabbing, an explosion, a crime seeming to come out of nowhere. Historians are professionally committed to the notion of sequence, that one thing follows another. And yet of all historical subjects, assassination may leave us most sceptical about this fixation on cause and effect. Such murders can be seen as fractures in the spine of chronology.3 In this sense, twentieth-century assassination is of a piece with the crisis of storytelling felt by the modernist writers, their sense that a fragmentary and disrupted world cannot be explained in a story. Stories with beginnings, middles, ends, coherent characters, are replaced in assassination, as in modern fiction, by apparently random deeds.


Writing the history of assassination therefore could mean simply to unfold a sequence of sudden killings, without background or context, just a gathering of history’s ‘greatest hits’. However, such a book would hold little interest. Isolated from the situations that most often gave them purpose, such abrupt happenings lose all significance. Rather the aim has been to write a story that unsettles our belief in story, while also using narrative to frame connections, to find the causes in the apparently causeless. The method of this book depends upon the idea that storytelling embodies a form of understanding. However, in terms of the representation of assassination, such a story must itself have crisis written into it. In so far as they select, shape and fall back upon a rhetoric, all histories necessarily partake of the nature of fictions. And yet the intention remains to preserve fidelity to the truths of an event. Such truths prove elusive, yet of all forms a story may best bear witness to their obscure presence.


Although there is some reference to archival documents, for the most part the book surveys the primary and secondary printed material on the subject. I have relied therefore, I hope judiciously, on the archival research of others. Those looking for new conspiracy theories or the naming of new suspects will be disappointed. My intention was always to present something of the history of this subject from Lincoln to Reagan and to explore its complexities through narrative and reflection. Much of that history seems lost to our ongoing historical memory; my hope was simply to bring it back to light and in the process to illuminate its meanings.







Notes


1 ‘A distinguished psychiatrist and contributor to the Commission [that is, the American ‘National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence’ (1970)], Dr. Lawrence Z. Freedman, has suggested that in some senses, with the possible exception of the attack upon President Truman, there have been no political assassination attempts directed at the President of the United States. The attacks are viewed as products of mental illness with no direct political content’ (Kirkham, 1970: 2).


2 Jowitt, 1977: 142.


3 In passing it should be noted that chronology was very important to the history of assassination, as each unique story added a model for latecomers. Assassinations provoked further assassinations, a pattern that also seems to hold good for other forms of violence.






















INTRODUCTION


A Justifiable Killing







And not rather, (as we be slanderously reported, and as some affirm that we say,) Let us do evil, that good may come?


ROMANS, 3: 8





He begged Nina not to go. Couldn’t she postpone for just a short while her holiday with their children? But then what reasons could Stauffenberg give her? There were none. So Nina bought her train tickets for Lautlingen, and left on 18 July 1944.1 The next night, perhaps his last night, he tried to ring her, but the lines were down; there had been bombs dropped on Ebingen. He didn’t know if he would ever speak to her again. In the morning, Schweizer came in his car to pick up Stauffenberg and his brother. In an early morning fog, they met Werner von Haeften at Rangsdorf airfield. The brothers parted. And so, around eight o’clock, Haeften and Stauffenberg flew out of Berlin, with a bomb concealed in a briefcase.


In July 1944 Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg was in his late thirties, the epitome of the handsome and courageous German military man. Indeed he had, some twelve years earlier, twice served literally as a model for the German soldier, posing for a sculptor’s SA monument and for another heroic statue of a German pioneer to adorn the bridge across the Elbe at Magdeburg. Stauffenberg represented all that the Nazis were fighting for, the apotheosis of Teutonic manhood. There was the enchantedly privileged childhood: the velvet suits and long pre-pubescent ringlets; the fearless skiing with his older twin brothers, Berthold and Alexander; the summer house at Lautlingen; the little cart for the brothers led by their very own donkey; the music lessons; the harvests; the unbearable excitement of reading Hölderlin.2 And then, the long trauma of the Great War, his cousin dying at Verdun, the visits of wounded heroes from the Western Front. Claus too had been a twin – but his little brother, Konrad, had died a day after their birth. He was a soldier, scholar, horseman. He played the cello feelingly; read Homer in Greek; learnt Russian; became fluent in English; was charming, frank, punctiliously careless in conversation: in short, a Swabian aristocrat.


With such a background, it may not be surprising that Stauffenberg should have been drawn at first to the National Socialists, sharing as he did their sense of a heroic Germany and feeling, too, the wounding indignities of Versailles. In this he resembled many who would later become prominent in the resistance against Hitler; for countless Germans in the early 1930s, Nazism meant the repudiation of Versailles and a return to stability and community after what they perceived as the democratic chaos of the Weimar years.3 Yet there was always something in the Stauffenbergs that drew back from the abyss of total commitment to Nazism.4 There were, for instance, the snobberies of his caste; the Jewish friends; the exemplary influence of Catholicism; even the mystical Germanism of Stefan George that so enthralled the three brothers, longing to share in the old poet’s Reich des Geistes (kingdom of the spirit).5 Significantly for Stauffenberg’s later direction, George never gave his blessing to the Nazi regime, deeming its vulgarities an inadequate embodiment of the true Germany of which he had dreamed.6 Once war had broken out, Stauffenberg considered Germany’s victory the most important thing; no move could be made against the Nazis while the war was yet to be won.7 However, by the early 1940s, he was disillusioned with the Nazi Party, and long perturbed by their anti-Semitic measures. It was not just the defeats on the Eastern Front but the massacres and atrocities committed against the civilian population there that finally pushed Stauffenberg into the fold of the resistance.8 Such evil had to be stopped. With his soldier’s pragmatism Stauffenberg was unlikely to join in passively with the subtleties of ‘inner emigration’. He would simply do something about it. He would kill Hitler.9


He was an unlikely assassin. His military code of honour meant that he could not disguise from himself the fact that assassination meant treason; only a few days before the attempt, he declared that if he undertook the killing he would go down in German history as a traitor; but if he didn’t kill Hitler, he would be a traitor to his conscience.10 Either way, the notion of duplicity clung to the deed. After all, Germany was a nation at war; for that reason, back in the winter of 1941, he had refused an offer to join the resistance.11 Aside from such moral concerns, there were practical problems in claiming the role of assassin. During service in North Africa Stauffenberg had suffered terrible injuries from a bomb blast, losing his right hand, two fingers from his left hand, his right eye, a kneecap, and enduring other head injuries. Despite these handicaps, Stauffenberg enviously longed to be the one to act.


By the time the German resistance came together for one last attempt on Hitler’s life, in many respects it was already too late.12 On 20 July 1944, Stauffenberg acted out of a stoic despair. The killing was bound to be useless: the Allies were uninterested in German internal resistance, and their war aims (unconditional surrender) were such that they were bound to smear the conspirators with the same stab-in-the-back myth that had blemished the image of the 1920s Weimar government. Even succeeding in killing Hitler might not solve the problem of the worst kind of Nazi rule, and the best possible result for the conspirators would be to hasten defeat and so bring disaster to Germany. Yet either they acted and incurred national shame; or they did not act and incurred national shame. Standing against Hitler was already to endure, or be comforted by, a unique kind of loneliness; Stauffenberg had accepted long ago the isolation of moral refusal. When Stauffenberg walked into the Wolf’s Lair, he was already certain that the outcome of his actions, if he succeeded or failed, would gain the approval of very few. It would have to be a leap of faith, choosing dishonour to save honour. Given the situation in Nazi Germany, treachery had become true patriotism.13 Their crime would be an act of expiation for their nation’s greater crimes.14


Events would realise their foreboding: the plotters would indeed be misunderstood. As might be expected, the immediate reaction to the attempt would be horror at the betrayal of the Führer. Yet this hostile response to the assassins did not vanish with the end of the fighting. Stauffenberg’s attempt triggered bitter post-war debates as to whether the conspiracy exemplified heroism or treason. Even after the war many, including churchmen such as Bishop Wurm and Cardinal Faulhaber, condemned the conspirators as traitors.15 To most people assassination was still just disloyalty.


When Stauffenberg returned to Germany from North Africa, he desired to join the resistance against Hitler. He could have had a number of conspiracies to choose among; there were several interconnected but distinct resistance groups, from those working with Ernst von Weizsäcker and the Auswärtiges Amt, to Helmuth James von Moltke and the Kreisau Circle, or the Christian resistance of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Freiburg Circle, the Stuttgart Circle joined around the industrialist Robert Bosch, or a resistance cell working within German military intelligence (the Abwehr) overseen by the wily Admiral Wilhelm Canaris.


From among the options, Stauffenberg joined those led by General Ludwig Beck and Carl Goerdeler; the young soldier’s energy meant that he was soon in a position of authority within this group. In pressing so strongly for assassination, Stauffenberg clashed with Goerdeler, who for a long time had disdained any thought of such a move.16 Goerdeler is an equivocal hero, a man suspicious of democracy, a nationalist and a conservative who in the 1930s had worked, with more or less enthusiasm, for the Nazis. He disliked assassination, and retained for a long time the implausible belief that Hitler might be persuaded to resign for the sake of the country.17 Despite his antipathy to the deed, by the summer of 1943, Goerdeler, Beck, Fellgiebel and others among the resistance were persuaded as to the necessity of a coup.18


While Goerdeler might have felt that tyrannicide was a dubious tactic, others in the wider movement plainly disagreed. The attempt to kill the Führer in the summer of 1944 was by no means the first such endeavour. Yet Hitler had proved provokingly lucky in avoiding death. Several attempts before the war had all ended in failure and retribution. On 9 November 1938 in Munich, during an SA parade commemorating the failed 1923 Putsch, a Swiss student named Maurice Bavaud muffed an attempt on Hitler’s life. The night before Bavaud’s attempt a cabinetmaker named Georg Elser had planted a bomb at the beer hall where Hitler would address the crowd. But Hitler’s speech was briefer than usual, and the bomb exploded after he had left the building, killing a few Nazis in the process. Both Bavaud and Elser were caught, tried and killed (in Elser’s case right at the end of the war in Dachau).19


Thwarted plans and botched attempts proliferated. With shades of Geoffrey Household’s novel Rogue Male (1939), the British military attaché in Berlin, Colonel Mason-Macfarlane, suggested that from his apartment he could take a pot shot at the Führer. Whitehall demurred. Later it was mooted that the RAF might bomb Hitler’s victory parade in Paris and so dispose of him; again this notion went nowhere, abandoned due to the niceties of military etiquette; it was only sporting to permit the Führer his moment of triumph.20


In the months leading up to the bomb plot, the resistance tried on several other occasions to end Hitler’s life. There was the time in 1943 when resistance members Colonel Henning von Tresckow and Fabian von Schlabrendorff left two mines (British magnetic devices captured after the assaults on St Nazaire and Dieppe) on Hitler’s plane, in the form of a small parcel that Schlabrendorff asked another Wehrmacht officer to deliver (as part of a bet, he said). They had disguised the bomb to look like a bottle of cognac. The fuses were set, but it was too chilly on the plane and they failed to ignite. Schlabrendorff had to set off on the next flight out to retrieve his ‘present’ and defuse the mines.21


Shortly afterwards, convinced that the only way to save Germany was to kill Hitler, with the same two mines, Colonel Rudolph Baron Christoph von Gersdorff agreed to blow himself up taking Hitler with him in the process.22 The assassination was set to happen at an exhibition of captured booty at the Heroes’ Memorial celebrations. But once again luck was on Hitler’s side. Gersdorff couldn’t make the mines go off simultaneously, so had instead to set ten-minute fuses and then walk around with Hitler, keeping close to him while waiting for the moment of detonation. But Hitler, despite Hermann Göring’s feeble efforts to interest him in the treasures on display, raced through the exhibition in two minutes flat. Gersdorff had to hurry into the toilets to defuse the mines still stuffed in his overcoat pockets.


All attempts were limited by the simple difficulty of getting near enough to Hitler to kill him. The resistance needed access if they were to achieve their desires. And then suddenly, when it seemed as if they would never have a chance again, the conspirators’ luck changed. In the summer of 1944, Stauffenberg was made deputy to General Friedrich Fromm, the Commander-in-Chief of the Home Army. In this new role, the man who most wanted to be Hitler’s assassin was now thrown into a situation where he would have to report regularly to the Führer. The opportunity to kill Hitler had fallen to Stauffenberg.


The plotters had to move quickly too. The war was pressing to its conclusion, with British and American troops in Italy, and the Russians advancing from the east. The resistance movement was beset: General Oster, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Hans von Dohnanyi had been arrested in April 1943; on 19 January 1944, Moltke was arrested; after a number of wildly risky deeds, Canaris lost his position at the Abwehr. One of the conspirators, Julius Leber, had been arrested more recently and was even now being tortured by the Gestapo. With the Allied invasion of France and the Russians pressing westwards, it became increasingly clear that unconditional surrender was the sole remaining hope for Germany.23 The chance for negotiations with the foreign powers was over; only the gesture still needed to be made.24


On 6 July 1944, Stauffenberg attended a meeting at the Berghof, Hitler’s mountain retreat. He had explosives on him, but missed a suitable moment to set them off. On 11 July, Stauffenberg was back at the Berghof, but this time decided to do nothing, as the conspirators still hoped to kill Himmler and Göring too, who were both absent from the meeting. They must wait their moment.


On 14 July, Hitler moved his headquarters back to die Wolfschanze (‘the Wolf’s Lair’). Hitler had once declared that he understood all too well why 90 per cent of assassinations had been successful; the only preventative measure was an irregular existence, one whose habits could not be predicted.25 Now someone who understood the leader’s routines was pursuing his life. The very next day, Stauffenberg attended another briefing with the Führer. Again Himmler and Göring weren’t present, but this time Stauffenberg decided to go ahead with the killing anyway, only then to find that no occasion arose to ignite the fuse.


At his home the next evening, 16 July, in the Wannsee area of Berlin (where in 1942, the plans for ‘The Final Solution’ had first been formalised), Stauffenberg told his fellow conspirators that the next time he was in Hitler’s presence he would kill him.


Was it a kind of vanity on Stauffenberg’s part that made him grab for himself the role of assassin? Or was it that he wanted himself to bear the burden of treachery and guilt? For whatever reason the decision was reached, it was surely a mistake. Leaving aside the enfeebling effects of his injuries, it was perilous indeed to have Stauffenberg double up as assassin and as one of the coup leaders. After the murder, Stauffenberg was to flee ‘the Wolf’s Lair’ and join the conspirators in Berlin, while General Erich Fellgiebel would remain behind to phone with news of the success or failure of the attempt. With the news, the plotters in Berlin would then initiate the coup. The code word to begin was Walküre (‘Valkyrie’) – in homage to the Nibelungenlied and Wagnerian opera, the tales of heroic Germany that both the Nazis and the conspirators loved. The division of roles meant that, if the insurrection were to succeed, Stauffenberg would first have to kill Hitler and then rush back to Berlin to manage the coup itself. The journey would only increase the risks and multiply the chances of failure.


So it was that around 10.45 on the morning of 20 July, Claus Stauffenberg flew into die Wolfschanze, with his aide, Lieutenant Werner von Haeften. With them was Generalmajor Hellmuth Stieff.


The headquarters were concealed in the Masurian woods of East Prussia, a short distance from the nearby town of Rastenburg. Hitler had taken to calling himself ‘Wolf’ in the 1920s; he enjoyed the name’s associations of animal vitality and strength. In June 1941, he had moved his headquarters to die Wolfschanze, just as the onslaught of the Wehrmacht on the Soviet Union began. The closeness to the Eastern Front made the place ideal for directing the military operations, as Hitler as head of the armed forces was bound to do.


The Wolf’s Lair was a dull and forbidding place, surrounded by checkpoints and ringed with wreaths of barbed wire. Hitler’s bunker, at the northern end of the complex, was one of ten, each camouflaged and constructed from concrete two metres thick. Both Hitler’s bunker and Field Marshal Keitel’s had rooms big enough for military briefings. Most rooms were small and sparsely furnished. It was as though they had settled permanently in some place of transit. They ate in a barracks with a dining hall (except for Hitler who as the war reached its end often took his meals alone with his German Shepherd bitch, Blondi). A short distance away the Wehrmacht Operations Staff were housed in another complex – HQ Area 2.


Life in die Wolfschanze followed its own accustomed rhythms: the boring, enclosed, habitual life of briefings; the nocturnal Hitlerian monologues that drifted drearily on into the small hours, as his officers and secretaries struggled to keep awake. In the summer months, the swampy woods swarmed with midges under a dreary pervading heat. They lived on in weird isolation, hearing reports from the war, and poring over maps in the military briefings that took place every day before lunch and at 18.00 each evening. The same faces gathered over the same maps; the same view of receding trees; the same soft drone of the midges; the same small talk; the same dismal hopes; the same fantastic plans.


On arrival, that 20 July, Stauffenberg was taken for breakfast with the headquarters commandant’s staff at the officers’ mess inside security perimeter II. Haeften, still carrying the explosives, went with Hellmuth Stieff to Mauerwald, the Army HQ. Before 11.00, in preparation for the briefing with Hitler at 13.00, Stauffenberg was driven into the main compound for some preliminary meetings with Generalleutnant Buhle and other staff officers. At 11.30, now rejoined by Haeften, Stauffenberg went to Keitel’s office for a further meeting. All through the briefing, Haeften waited outside in an empty corridor. The explosives were right by him in a tarpaulin-wrapped parcel. Oberfeldwebel (Sergeant-Major) Werner Vogel, one of the soldiers who worked with Keitel’s adjutant, Major Ernest John von Freyend, noticed that Haeften seemed edgy. He became curious and inquisitively asked Haeften if he knew what was in the package. Although nervous as hell, Haeften kept his head. It was only something that was needed for the briefing with the Führer, he explained. Satisfied, Vogel wandered off, leaving Haeften sweating with the bombs.


The final preliminary meeting with Field Marshal Keitel ended early; Mussolini was arriving at die Wolfschanze later that day, and the Führer wanted to be ready for him.26 The main meeting would begin at 12.30. At 12.25, word came through that General Heusinger, the Army General Staff Chief of Operations, had arrived on the train that linked the Army HQ at Mauerwald with die Wolfschanze. Keitel wanted to be on time, and so wrapped up the meeting. As the meeting finished, Stauffenberg mentioned to Major von Freyend that he’d like a minute to wash and to change his shirt. The mid-day heat was stifling, and the request was clearly a reasonable one. Haeften went with him; a one-handed man would naturally need his aide’s help in changing. The two of them slipped into Freyend’s bedroom in Keitel’s hut, while Keitel and his men waited outside in the sunshine.27


Haeften held the explosives, while Stauffenberg set the fuses. He had to remove each fuse from the primer charge and squeeze it with pliers to break the glass phial inside the copper casing, releasing the acid that would slowly corrode the retaining wire. The instant that the wire was fully corroded, the bomb would explode. As quickly as they could, they began to set the first of the bombs, whispering together, hugger-mugger over the briefcase, careful not to use too much force and simply snap the wire in the fuse. Then all at once the door opened and Vogel, the same inquisitive soldier, stepped in, lingering near the door, blocked by Stauffenberg’s back, with news that Fellgiebel had phoned Stauffenberg with orders from Keitel that they should get moving: Keitel was getting anxious that they were going to be late for the Führer. Stauffenberg snapped that they were coming as quickly as they could. The soldier stared and waited, wondering what the two men were doing huddled over together; perhaps he should go and take a closer look? But at that instant, Major Freyend called impatiently into the hut for them to hurry up. Stauffenberg closed the briefcase, and he and Haeften followed Vogel out of the door, to walk across to the Führer’s bunker.28


Had the hurry spoilt everything? What had Vogel guessed? Stauffenberg could not be sure, and there was no time now to confer with Haeften. But Stauffenberg had made his first slip. Flurried by Keitel’s restlessness and made anxious by the inquisitive presence of Vogel at the door, he had abandoned half of the bomb, believing there was no time to set both of the fuses, so leaving the other bomb unset in Haeften’s bag: only one of the two bombs was in the briefcase, primed and ready. He had failed to realise that one fuse would have been enough for both bombs: in the force and heat of the blast, all the explosives would undoubtedly have gone off just as they should. Unwittingly, Stauffenberg had already created the possibility of failure. But there was nothing else to be done. They could not turn back now, or start again. They had set out with two kilograms of explosives, more than enough to kill everyone in the briefing room; after the interruption, there was only half that amount. But the glass phial that set the fuse was broken. The attempt to kill Hitler was still on.


They didn’t have long, and were uncertain as to just how long they had. It was hard to tell with the British timers they were using – they could go off up to five minutes early. But, whatever happened, before thirty minutes were up, the bomb was going to explode. They were irretrievably launched on an attempt that they knew would either change the course of the war, or end with their futile and perhaps dishonourable deaths.


As they walked to the briefing in the midsummer heat, one of Keitel’s adjutants, petulantly annoyed at the delay and perhaps aiming at an irritable and patronising kindness, tried to snatch the briefcase from the one-armed Stauffenberg, who swiftly jerked his hand away.29


It took just over four minutes to walk across the compound. The officers talked together as they went. The briefing hut was next to the guest bunker where Hitler had been living for the past week, while his usual bunker was reinforced with more concrete, a necessary precaution as the front edged closer and closer to East Prussia.


The hut was made of stone with steel shutters over the five windows to protect those within from shrapnel and broken glass. Stauffenberg may have reckoned on the shutters trapping the blast in the room and therefore adding to its force. But because of the heat the shutters were up, and every window was open.


The group was late, as Keitel had feared; the briefing had already begun. Haeften waited outside, leaving Stauffenberg with the slowly corroding fuse; it was Haeften’s job to prepare the car for their escape. From now on, Stauffenberg was alone.


Stauffenberg and the adjutant went in together. There was an immediate disappointment: neither Göring nor Himmler was there. As the officers stepped into the busy room, Stauffenberg handed his briefcase to the playfully tetchy adjutant, asking if it could be placed with him as near to the Führer as possible. His all too visible injuries, Stauffenberg explained, included some hearing loss (his blown-out eye was covered with a black eye-patch, his missing arm obvious in an empty sleeve sewn across his breast). If he was to hear everything the Führer said, he would need to be close to him. So Stauffenberg was led near to the centre of the table, where Hitler sat on a stool, surrounded by his generals and their adjutants. There were maps spread out on the table. Heusinger was reporting to Hitler, standing as was customary at such a moment just to the Führer’s right. Keitel’s adjutant put Stauffenberg’s briefcase down on the floor, and then left him just between Heusinger and his assistant, no more than a few feet from Hitler himself. Stauffenberg stood there, stiff and self-possessed, looking every inch the proud German soldier; handsome despite his disfiguring injuries. Hitler shook hands with him, the wounded war hero; Heusinger talked on.


A few minutes passed. Maybe a little more. With his foot, Stauffenberg edged the briefcase along the floor as close to Hitler as possible. Stauffenberg murmured to himself – a telephone call; he signalled to Keitel’s adjutant. The two men left the room, and Stauffenberg asked if he could call General Fellgiebel. A sergeant placed the call, and the adjutant went back into the room. The briefcase was still there, of course, on the floor just to the left of Heusinger, just now finishing his report. Outside Stauffenberg took the receiver and then put it down. He walked out of the hut across to the adjutants’ building, Bunker 88.30 Haeften, Fellgiebel and an Army driver were waiting for him there. Talking all the time, they walked together to the car. Before they reached it there was an enormous explosion from the direction of the briefing hut.


The bomb had exploded early, the half-hour fuse lasting around fifteen minutes. A slight delay would have been fatal, trapping Stauffenberg himself right next to the source of the blast. Quickly afterwards Fellgiebel spotted a body wrapped in the Führer’s cloak being carried out of the hut. The assassins drew their own conclusions. They had done the deed; now they must get out and ensure the coup’s success.


They drove to the first checkpoint, and bluffed their way through. It was fairly easy, and the sun was shining as the car drove through the woods in the July heat, on through another checkpoint. At the third, they found obstacles on the road and the officer in charge refused to let them pass. Stauffenberg rang Möllendorf, one of the officers with whom he had eaten breakfast, and persuaded him to countermand the checkpoint’s order. Reluctantly the guards waved the car through and the assassins drove back to the airstrip where the plane was waiting for them. They drove within sight of the blasted hut; there was a thick skein of smoke over the compound and debris everywhere. The building was wrecked; they could see that. Soldiers and orderlies were running up to the ruin. They drove on, away from die Wolfschanze. As they went Haeften threw the unused one-kilogram bomb away into the woods that bordered the road. The Heinkel He 111 was waiting for them on the runway, ready to take them back to Berlin. Stauffenberg was certain; he had killed Hitler.


But the Führer was still alive. At 15.00, when they landed in Berlin-Rangsdorf, they narrowly escaped arrest, as Heinrich Himmler had ordered for them. A flurry of activity was underfoot as the conspirators sought to capitalise on what they believed to be their success. However, the move against them was also already under way. By late that evening the arrests were in full spate, the conspirators in disarray; the news that Hitler had survived the bomb crippled the coup. Stauffenberg, Haeften and three other leaders of the plot were shot in a Berlin courtyard some time after midnight; Stauffenberg’s last words were the cry ‘Long live holy Germany.’31


The rush with which Stauffenberg had prepared the bomb had meant that only half the explosives they’d intended had been taken into the briefing hut. Nonetheless, when the bomb exploded in the crowded room, the devastation was shocking, wrecking the enclosed space, breaking up the ceiling and bursting the eardrums of everyone there, ripping the clothes from their bodies. Amazingly, only four people were killed: one lost his legs and died that day; another lost an eye and a leg, dying two days later; a third was impaled by a shaft of wood; a fourth died of infections from wounds received in the blast. Yet, for the conspirators, the bomb was a failure: they’d wanted everyone in the room to die.


By late autumn all the remaining conspirators were in prison awaiting their inevitable execution. Although faced by certain, very painful death, some of the plotters came to feel the horror of what they’d done. They accepted the righteousness of the verdict that condemned them. After all, weren’t they traitors to their country? While some went to their graves convinced that they had acted for the good of Germany, others admitted their guilt. Hellmuth Stieff realised afterwards that everything they’d done was wrong, a sin against conscience and fidelity. In a letter to his wife written just before his execution, he confessed as much: the verdict was just; he had much for which to atone. Albrecht von Hagen, a young conspirator, wrote to his wife, contrite that his stupidity in getting involved in the treacherous plot would leave her a widow. General Erich Hoepner declared it an act of providence that they hadn’t managed to kill their leader as they’d planned. God had been watching over their country, protecting it from the treachery they themselves had foolishly embraced.32 Such confessions were not merely the product of torture, but were just as much a reversion to a deep-seated code of allegiance and military honour.


Their leader was Adolf Hitler. After the bomb had exploded, he’d been in high spirits, elated and fearless. ‘I am invulnerable! I am immortal!’ he repeated over and over. The conspirators would be hanged, one by one, using piano wire. Hitler was rumoured to have entertained himself with film of the first two dozen or so killings.33


In the aftermath of the explosion, other men were killed who had opposed Hitler, but not even taken part in the conspiracy; it is possible that the Gestapo arrested over 7,000 people; about 200 were tried and convicted.34 Although for a long time a passionate opponent of Hitler’s, in this instance one of the victims, Helmuth James Graf von Moltke had merely conversed with some clergymen about what the church might do if the Führer were assassinated; he was sentenced to death, with four others, for this relatively innocuous deed. But he had never supported assassination as a possibility or as a starting point for a new German government.35 As he faced the gallows his one consolation was that he hadn’t actually sullied himself with action:




We are according to these proceedings, untouched by the Goerdeler muck [aus dem Goerdeler-Mist raus], we are untouched by any practical activity. We are being hanged because we thought together.36





While the good man Moltke had agonised, Goerdeler had indeed acted, first as a worker alongside National Socialism, and later as a leader of the resistance. His earlier actions had, it was true, smeared him with muck, and yet he had later, however feebly, in however compromised a way, worked for the end of Hitler. To Goerdeler, after all his culpable work alongside the Nazis, the fact that a few men were prepared to face death for a chance to kill Hitler, the living personification of evil, would be one of the few redeeming features to be drawn from the whole Third Reich.37


After the war, to some in Germany and to many elsewhere, Stauffenberg’s assassination attempt has proved an oddly equivocal inheritance. Most would see the attempt as a good deed, but one done somehow by the wrong people. Unlike the conspirators of the July bomb plot, the left-wing resistance are naturally untainted by fellow-travelling with the Nazi regime. At best, it might be thought that the unambiguous impact of the bomb at Hitler’s feet helped to smooth away the ambiguities in the political beliefs and public lives of the leading men of the resistance on the right. If so, it took a bomb to do it. A comparison might be made with other heroes of the German Widerstand, or resistance – a comparison with what has been taken as the simple affirmative heroism of the young anti-Nazi activists Hans and Sophie Scholl. The Scholl siblings hurt no one, their chief action being the distribution of leaflets with other members of their group of student conspirators, Die Weisse Rose; their motives were a love of freedom for its own sake and a passionate and political dislike of Nazism. The very ineffectuality of their actions imbues them with greater power; the small gesture that they made was itself cruelly enough to warrant their execution. Both brother and sister were young, attractive, good-hearted, resolute and really wholly admirable. The Nazis executed them and other members of Die Weisse Rose, in Munich, in February 1943. Now Sophie Scholl truly is a symbol of human potentiality in the face of tyranny.38 She is impossible to dislike. Contrariwise Stauffenberg and the other conspirators of the July plot against Hitler seem ambivalent heroes, their deed the product of an exceptional situation (eine Ausnahmesituation) that couldn’t and shouldn’t be repeated.39 They have been seen as conservative in outlook, and as essentially being ‘Junkers’, militaristic aristocrats from a class that few post-war historians could bring themselves to love or even admire.40 Their opposition to Hitler from within a military order that had simultaneously prosecuted a war of conquest further compromised them. Their involvement with the regime they eventually set out to overturn; their failure; their conservative politics and perhaps power-hungry desires: all these things render them shifty and difficult to place.


So it was that the would-be tyrannicides were marked by failings, compromises and collaborations. Yet this was a good conspiracy; these were benevolent assassins. Admittedly, many in the plot had once been enthusiastic Nazis, others were anti-Semites: their motives were confused, complex. Some resented a government that had demoted them; others despaired at the party’s incompetent handling of the war; some were disgusted by the massacres in the east. But above all, they knew that they could not succeed; even if they killed Hitler, there was very little chance that they could depose the Nazis themselves. They acted, knowing they would lose their lives, to make a gesture that had to be made if they were to salvage some little honour for Germany.


Yet few of the plotters had the impeccable record of the theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who had always stood against the regime and courageously advocated just violence against it. In 1945 Bonhoeffer was executed as a traitor; now he, like Sophie Scholl, is a hero. Bonhoeffer’s combination of faith and resistance characterised the broader non-Communist movement against Hitler. Many of those who resisted Hitler were committed Christians, among them Hans-Bernd von Haeften and Martin Niemöller.41 Even Stauffenberg had approached Bishop Conrad von Preysing of Berlin, to ask his advice about the ethics of assassination, and was eager to discuss the theology of tyrannicide with his fellow conspirators.42 Yet, of all the Protestant resisters, it was Bonhoeffer who most unequivocally rejected the Nazi regime.43 Presented with the opportunity to flee Germany, he had instead decided to return and fight the Nazis at home. He was a unique conspirator. One day after Stauffenberg’s assassination attempt had failed, he was writing a letter from prison, talking of the worldliness of Christianity, the humanity of Christ.44 What is most striking is that his position went beyond intellectual opposition; he was ready to approve conspiracy and assassination.45 For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, peace had to give way before the demands of truth and justice.46 In acting responsibly the Christian cannot know the final moral meaning of his or her deed, but must deliver themselves up to the hope of grace.47 Bonhoeffer did not need to be reminded that those who live by the sword, die by the sword. He understood nonetheless that, in the ethics of a responsible life, success was more than good will, the goodness being something potentially released by action.48


The best chance of Bonhoeffer’s stance having practical impact came through his friendship with George Bell, the Bishop of Chichester. Through the war years, Bell was both a contentious figure and an immensely appealing man. Bell’s friend Basil Liddell Hart described his simple goodness, his intellectual depth, commenting: ‘He has been outspoken in advocating what he believes right, however unpopular it may be – outspoken to the hazard of his reputation and prospects.’49 He had fostered the growth of church drama, encouraging T. S. Eliot’s career as a dramatist; he spoke up for refugees, for church unity, for the moral standards of a just war. Though imagined as a man soft on Nazism, in fact Hitler had no more committed enemy.50 For Bell, the war had to be recognised as a conflict between a Christian order and nihilism, with ‘the enterprise of Hitler’ being ‘the enterprise of an evil spirit’; the Nazis were a spiritual foe.51 The boundaries of that Christian order were not confined to the British nation; Bell understood that true-hearted opponents to Nazism were similarly to be found in Germany. Christian faith trumped national concerns, linking the individual to a community greater than the nation and to a morality that transcended local convenience. It was in this spirit that Bell so vigorously opposed the area bombing of German cities; if it had been wrong for Hitler to level cities, then it must equally be wrong for the Allies to do the same.52 To some this position rendered Bell suspect, and he was pictured as an ineffectual liberal, even as a man dangerously duped; it is likely that Bell’s stance on saturation bombing cost him promotion to Archbishop of Canterbury; as late as 1967, a radio broadcast described him as ‘The Controversial Bishop Bell’.53


Nonetheless Bell shared the widespread belief, exemplified by his great opponent, Lord Vansittart, that there was something inherently wrong with German culture, even with the German mind.54 Yet, unlike many at the time, he was ready to distinguish between the Nazis and the German victims and opponents of Nazism. In Bell’s view, lumping together the Nazis and the non-Nazis helped to produce a united front in Germany. Through the 1930s, he had supported the German anti-Nazi church movement and worked on behalf of European refugees, particularly Jews. These interventions had led to many friendships with the leading figures of the German-speaking resistance.55 In the third year of the war two of these friendships would bear surprising fruit.


In May 1942, Bell seized the opportunity to travel to neutral Sweden. His task was to foster links between the two countries, in his case by meeting with Swedish churchmen. On 13 May, he arrived in Stockholm, and began a tour of the country. The visit was a success, Bell’s amiability winning him friends and his sermons attracting impressive numbers of churchgoers. However, the visit would prove productive in other, clandestine ways.


On 26 May, at a Student Movement House in Stockholm, Bell found Dr Hans Schönfeld, an old acquaintance from the struggle of the German churches against Hitler, newly arrived from Geneva.56 It seems likely that Schönfeld had been instructed by Hans-Bernd von Haeften; others have speculated as to how far he spoke on behalf of the entire Kreisau Circle of resisters against Nazism.57 Schönfeld told Bell that plans had been laid for the entire Nazi elite to be destroyed; above all, Hitler would be eliminated.58 The new government would negotiate a peace, halt the persecution of the Jews, end the alliance with Japan, introduce a socialist economic order, and aim for a European federation of nations, one imbued with Christian faith and moral principles.59 It was a remarkable meeting, one that opened up vistas of the internal opposition to Hitler. However, a meeting would rapidly follow even more remarkable than the first.


On 31 May, Bell travelled to the little town of Sigtuna. And there he received his second visit from the German resistance; entirely unexpectedly, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was there to meet him, similarly bearing news of the plot against Hitler.60 The two were old friends, having met when the young German was working for a few years as a pastor in London; in his later prison letters, Bonhoeffer would refer to the Bishop as ‘Uncle George’.61 Bonhoeffer knew nothing of Schönfeld’s mission; in ignorance, the wider resistance had sent two emissaries to the same man. Hearing of Bell’s visit, Bonhoeffer had hurried back to Berlin from Geneva, wangled a courier’s pass, and taken the plane to Stockholm.62 The two men discussed the resistance to Hitler; at Bell’s insistence, Bonhoeffer named key figures in the German resistance, including Goerdeler.


Later that day, Schönfeld joined them, and together they discussed possible plans. Bonhoeffer was palpably unhappy about the pass to which Germany had come; he told Bell: ‘Oh, we have to be punished.’63 Yet he appeared to baulk at the ‘elimination’ of Hitler, or, rather, wanted that elimination to be undertaken in the right spirit. Bell wrote:




The Christian conscience, he said, was not quite at ease with Schönfeld’s ideas. ‘There must be punishment by God. We should not be worthy of such a solution. We do not want to escape repentance. Our action must be understood as an act of repentance.’ I emphasised the need of declaring Germany’s repentance, and this was accepted.64





To some this may look a fine distinction. Yet Bonhoeffer was more or less obscurely alluding to the necessity of tyrannicide or even to a specific assassination plan. The young pastor’s concerns did not alter the fact that he wished Hitler dead:




We know of the despair which seized all those who were engaged in subversive activities in July and August 1940. We know of a meeting held at that time where it was proposed that further action should be postponed, so as to avoid giving Hitler the character of a martyr if he should be killed.


Bonhoeffer’s rejoinder was decisive: ‘If we claim to be Christians, there is no room for expediency. Hitler is the Anti-Christ. Therefore we must go on with our work and eliminate him whether he be successful or not.’65





Both Bonhoeffer and Schönfeld asked Bell to pass on what they had said to the British government, and to endeavour to secure support for the German resistance’s plans. It was essential to receive encouragement from abroad, to elicit some sign that an internal coup would be backed by Allied support.66 There had to be a recognition that the German nation was not synonymous with the Nazis, and that if Hitler were overthrown there would be a readiness from outside to support the anti-Nazi movement.


Bell left convinced that the overthrow of Hitler by his fellow Germans was not only possible, but imminent. In an article named ‘A Visit to Sweden’, published on 24 June 1942 in the Christian News-Letter, Bell writes as though the death of Hitler was at hand; as far as he is concerned, the crux is what the Allies should do in response to that death. There is evidence of the same belief in his letters of that time.67 A crash seemed imminent, more imminent than most people expected. Would civil war in Germany commence? Would reprisals against the Nazis and collaborators inevitably follow?68 Both the essay and his letters from the time clearly respond to intimations from Bonhoeffer and Dr Schönfeld that an assassination and coup were being planned.69


Back in England, Bell approached Anthony Eden, the British Foreign Secretary. Eden had already received ‘peace-feelers’ from German opponents to Nazism; however, he was inclined to view these overtures as an attempt by dissident factions in the military to maintain a strong German Army and to hold on to ‘as much as possible of Hitler’s territorial gains’.70 On 30 June 1942, Eden and Bell met, and Bell passed on all that he had learnt in Sweden, giving the Foreign Secretary to understand that the assassination of the Nazi leaders was planned. The bishop passed on the thought, given to him by a Norwegian minister, that those in Germany who were against the Nazis nonetheless believed that, in the current wartime situation, the choice was between Hitler and slavery; even so they chose slavery. If only some word could be given which would make the choice less stark for right-minded Germans.71 Yet Eden thought little of the prospects for revolt and doubted the integrity of the anti-Nazi faction. No direct encouragement would be given; no statement made that could tacitly show British endorsement of their plans. There the matter rested.


In July 1944 Eden was worn out and over-stretched, drained by troubles in Greece and the situation regarding the Jews, beset by worries over Soviet reliability and exhausted by the responsibilities of being Winston Churchill’s ‘right arm’.72 Earlier in the war, Eden had suggested that no one would take a German resistance seriously until it did something to get rid of the present regime.73 Now, with news of Stauffenberg’s bomb, they had made such an attempt, and still no one took (or could afford to take) the German resistance seriously. In fact, in his diary, Eden’s private secretary, Oliver Harvey, remarked that the failure of the July plot was in Britain’s interests.74 In any case, the Cabinet were instantly dismissive of the plot; Ernest Bevin wrote it off as a Nazi stunt.75 Later Eden would claim to have taken Stauffenberg’s attempt more seriously; yet still nothing was done.


On 11 August 1944, Bell wrote a letter to Lord Halifax, declaring: ‘The attempt on Hitler’s life came as a rather ironical comment on Vansittart’s refusal to see any difference between the Gestapo and the General Staff.’76 Yet the irony went further, as Vansittart’s view of a wholly evil Germany continued to win out. The Allies effectively denigrated the July plot as a ‘revolt of the generals’, a militaristic internecine palace plot in which the bad attempted to murder the worse, or even as an attempt by a few contaminated men to demonstrate their distance from Nazism in order to save their own skins when the war was over.77 Nonetheless Bell continued to press for British support for the resistance. He wrote to Eden, requesting that something be done to liberate the captured conspirators, and that an appeal be made to the good Germans. Both requests were ignored.78 Bell begged Eden to help some of those implicated in the plot; no help was given, and the implicated were murdered. A sense lingers that Eden missed a trick; two of his biographers (David Carlton and Alan Campbell-Johnson) omit the incident altogether; Robert Rhodes James veers away from the matter with the remark ‘On this, controversy continues to this day’.79


On 9 April 1945, in the concentration camp at Flossenburg, the SS murdered Bonhoeffer. Bell wrote to Franz Hildebrandt:




I have just returned from the United States, where I heard the grievous news of Dietrich’s death. It is a real tragedy. I had so much hoped, with so many others, that he might have been spared to do a wonderful work for the future in Germany: but it was not to be.80





In 1957, when Bell announced his retirement, the Daily Mail proclaimed him the ‘Bishop Who Might Have Stopped The War’.81 For a brief moment, in order to end wider killing, two eminent men of the church had conspired together in a plot to murder the leader of Germany.




* * *





What kind of an assassination is it when men of the integrity and decency of Dietrich Bonhoeffer or George Bell are prepared to involve themselves in it? Murder becomes a penitential sacrifice, the assumption of sin in order to signal the necessity for repentance. Few would dispute the justice of plotting to kill a Hitler. Yet it is salutary to remember that, for most of the assassins in this book, all their intended victims were Hitlers. When the young Anarchist Alexander Berkman stepped into the office of the industrialist Henry Clay Frick, and tried his best to shoot and stab the man to death, in his own eyes he was doing so not for reasons of perversity or wickedness, but out of rectitude and the desire for justice. Like Hitler, in Berkman’s view, Frick was killing people using the weapons of enforced poverty and the machinery of the state; it was only justice to kill him in revenge. The bomb plot against Hitler is therefore both the starkest and the most equivocal example of the moral paradox of the good assassination.


For all the modernity of its setting, it represents a singularly old-fashioned approach to such murders, being one of the last instances of such a crime which could fairly be defined as ‘tyrannicide’. Its moral complexities are such as to make us pause in simply denouncing all assassinations as outrages; it invites us to search out complexity where we might have condemned, to find out reasons where we might have rebuked. It seems a good place from which to plot our direction towards the crimes to follow, an ironic beacon of honour to guide us through the mingled idealism and nihilism, passion and madness to come.


In recounting that history, the book will tell of the key Western assassinations: of Abraham Lincoln and Tsar Alexander II; of President Garfield and President McKinley; of the Phoenix Park Murders; of the killing at Sarajevo that sparked the Great War; of the killings that scarred Weimar Germany, and the acts of revenge of Armenians against Turks; of the Kennedys; of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King. It will pay almost as much attention to those failed attempts that nonetheless revealed the way the times were going: the shots fired at Queen Victoria; Vera Zasulich’s demonstration against Governor Trepov of St Petersburg; the assault on the American tycoon Henry Clay Frick; the attempts on President Truman and Governor Wallace; the mad attacks on Presidents Ford, Nixon and Reagan. Just as telling as symptoms of the age are acts perhaps only peripherally associated with politics: the shooting of Andy Warhol; the murder of John Lennon.
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A Murder at the Theatre







Here Captain! dear father!


   This arm beneath your head!


      It is some dream that on the deck,


         You’ve fallen cold and dead.


   from WALT WHITMAN, ‘O Captain! My Captain!’





He stood in the barn waiting to die. It was still dark. Herold was gone and the soldiers were outside. He leant on his crutch, with Herold’s carbine in one hand and the pistol in the other. Suddenly the hay began to blaze and he hobbled towards it. They might as well burn him to death in the barn. But when he reached the fire, he hesitated. It would be over soon anyway. He tottered towards the barn door, a gun in each hand, but as he reached the centre of the barn there was a shot and a bullet passed through his neck. He fell, and the soldiers came in, and tried to lift him; but they could not move him. More came and they carried him out into the pre-dawn half-light, and laid him on the grass close to the barn. They washed his face with icy water, and he came to, and opened his eyes. He was trying to speak. The soldier put his head down close to his lips. ‘Tell mother I die for my country,’ he said.1


The barn was blazing now, and the heat grew strong, so the soldiers lifted him again and carried him a short distance away, and laid him down on the porch of the farmhouse. They sent for a surgeon. While they waited for an hour the officer bathed his head with ice-water and moistened his mouth with a wet cloth, for he could not lift his head to drink from the cup they offered him. Again he spoke of his mother, and then added, ‘I did what I thought was for the best.’ It hurt to speak. More than once, he asked them to kill him. But they would not. They stood over him, and the officer wet his head and wiped his mouth with the cloth. He longed to cough, and managed to show them so, and he wanted the officer to place his hand on his throat to help him. So the officer placed his hand on his throat, but he could not cough.


Then he said, ‘My hands.’ They raised one of his hands, and cleansed it with water. He stared at it, as they held it up before him. And then he murmured, ‘Useless, useless.’ The soldier let his hand fall.


When the surgeon came and examined the wound in his neck, he told the soldiers that the man might live a day more. But just then the wounded man’s expression changed, his eyes turned glassy, and he began quickly to die. The pain was terrible. He died at 7.20 in the morning. He had received his death wound some four hours before.2


Three things confirmed the identification of the body. First there was the scar on the back of his neck, and in his teeth the fillings he had had done only two weeks before. And on his hand were the initials of his own name, J. W. B., where he had primitively tattooed them when he was a child.3 He was John Wilkes Booth, and he was the man who had murdered Abraham Lincoln.




* * *





John Wilkes Booth was born near Bel Air in Harford County, Maryland, on 10 May 1838. He grew up at Tudor Hall, its name a tribute to an Elizabethan (and Shakespearean) past, and the suitable home therefore for Booth’s father, an English actor in exile. Renowned for his Richard III and other villains, Junius Brutus Booth had been, for a moment or longer, a rival to Edmund Kean on the London stage; he had played Iago to Kean’s Othello. Short in stature, he had made up for this deficiency with an acting style formed around ‘the sudden and nervous expression of concentrated passion’.4 Junius Brutus was a patriot’s name, and he gave one to two of his sons too – John Wilkes recalling the eighteenth-century British libertarian politician and rogue. The father adhered to a radical tradition of independence and republican rectitude. He loved the notion of American liberty and hated the fact of American slavery. Maryland was a good home for such a man, for while a slave state, the culture of slavery was relatively weak there, and the institution in the slow process of dying.5


Junius Brutus Booth did everything very young: marrying, becoming a father, playing the king. In 1821, he abandoned his first wife and son and emigrated to the United States with a new lover, Mary Ann Holmes – a ‘flower girl’ and a dark and remarkably attractive woman.6 At Bel Air, Maryland, he headed a new family and tried to become a farmer, tilling a soil replete with mementoes of the Algonquin Indians.


The Booths were a melancholy and brooding family; the ‘element of mirth’ had been denied to them.7 Three of the couple’s children died. Junius Brutus Booth was particularly given to madness and depression. In 1829, he broke down on stage, howling to the audience, ‘Take me to the Lunatic Hospital!’8 In 1838, the year that John Wilkes was born, his father attempted suicide. In photographs, he assumes a wistful, resigned look, like a moping child. Beyond the depression were other more amiable forms of eccentricity. A Pythagorean and vegetarian, he once attempted to persuade a clergyman to give a decent burial to a flock of pigeons.9 A student of the occult, the Koran, and Catholicism, he similarly embraced a devout Americanism: ‘in his later years he is said to have kept in his drawing-room a picture of George Washington before which he insisted all visitors should bow in reverence’.10


Given his theatrical inheritance, it was apt that John Wilkes Booth would also become a performer. Both his brothers were famed on the stage, most notably Edwin Booth. Edwin was the better actor, his presence calm, dignified and measured. Like all in the family, his genius was for tragedy. It was claimed that Edwin gained his air of seriousness by looking after his drunk, mad father.


A younger son, John Wilkes Booth often ran away from home. He was both mischievous and a mother’s boy (Edwin called him ‘his mother’s darling’), and at school showed himself to be an untalented, but dogged student.11 He had inherited too, as his sister Asia Booth believed, the family despondency:




Yet through all his fitful gaiety there was traceable a taint of melancholy, as if the shadow of his mother’s ‘vision’ or the Gipsey’s ‘fortune’ fell with his sunshine. Perhaps the forecast of his awful doom lay over him.12





At the age of seventeen John Wilkes Booth made his debut in Richard III, playing Richmond, exactly as his dad and brother had before him.13


He was in some ways a bad actor, given to over-doing it, forcing a performance through passion. But he was attractive in his mother’s style: dark-haired, dark-eyed. Indeed there was something vague about those eyes, an expression that combined the wistful with a certain coolness. He had a drunk’s dreaminess, a drunk’s elegance, and a drunk’s short temper. There was about him ‘an exaggeration of spirit – almost a wildness’, something perpetually wound up to the point of striking.14 And yet he could express too a quality of gentleness allied with indifference. It was a charm that resisted censure, the appeal of a handsome drinker. Women adored him. He could afford to repel their advances by frank admissions of his callous character, knowing full well the erotic allure of such confessions.15 Few of his pursuers gave up. Yet there was something fatal in his feelings for women. As well as charges of adultery, there was a reported rape when he was nineteen years old. In 1861, one ex-lover (Henrietta Irving) tried to kill him, but only cut him on the arm; she stabbed herself afterwards (almost succeeding in killing herself). He was the languid receiver of daring love letters (up to a hundred per week); lines of his ‘widows’ importuned the Booth family after his death.16


For Booth was a theatrical star, a member of the nation’s most prominent acting family. He had appeared only once with his two brothers, in Julius Caesar in New York, a performance designed to raise cash for the Shakespeare memorial statue in Central Park. The more talented Edwin played Brutus, Junius Jr. played Caesar and John Wilkes played Antony, crying out for vengeance against the assassins. In 1863, Abraham Lincoln had very likely seen Booth act in a mediocre drama entitled The Marble Heart, and may have seen him perform in other plays too.17


While Booth had inherited a role in the family business, his politics were determinedly opposed to those of his father. Booth was a racist, believing that America was a country made for whites and that African-Americans should properly be subordinate, looked after paternally by their racial betters. He quit a job at Richmond Theatre so he could witness the execution of the ardent abolitionist John Brown. In 1859, Brown attempted to spark a slave rebellion in the South by seizing the Harper’s Ferry arsenal. The plan failed, very likely as Brown himself had known it would, and he was captured and, with six of his fellow conspirators, sentenced to death. Booth later aggrandised this spectatorship at his demise into a role in the man’s capture.18


Booth may have supported the cause, but he neglected to fight in the war. Late on, when the South was already clearly heading for defeat, he decided to offer his practical help. In early 1865, with two childhood friends – Michael O’Laughlen and Samuel Arnold, both of them former Confederate soldiers – he began planning to kidnap Lincoln.19 However, their plot required more conspirators. In January, Booth confided his Confederate sympathies to John H. Surratt, a young man who was delivering Southern orders and plans to associates in Canada. Dr Samuel Mudd of Bryanstown, Maryland, a mutual acquaintance, was reportedly the man who introduced them.20 Booth wooed Surratt, slowly insinuating more details of his plans, without prematurely committing himself. Eventually he confessed all. They would abduct Lincoln, take him to Richmond, and so end the war – or at least create an opportunity for a large-scale exchange of prisoners. Booth and his gang conspired in Washington in John Surratt’s home, owned by his mother, Mary Eugenia Surratt.


It was a daring project, but ultimately a botched one as, on the day of the planned kidnapping, the President failed to turn up where he was expected. A letter written some little time before reveals Booth’s attitude to the cause he wished to serve:




On the other hand, the South have never bestowed upon me one kind word; a place now where I have no friends, except beneath the sod; a place where I must either become a private soldier or a beggar … I have never been upon a battlefield, but oh! my countrymen, could you all but see the reality or effects of this horrid war, as I have seen them in every State save Virginia … My love (as things stand to-day) is for the South alone. Nor do I deem it a dishonour in attempting to make for her a prisoner of this man, to whom she owes so much misery. If success attend me I go penniless to her side.21





The South was a desire, an ideology, an image; it was the object of his unrequited love, a precious ideal in a tarnished world.


On 9 April 1865, news came of Richmond’s fall to the Union forces led by General Grant, and that General Robert E. Lee, the Confederates’ military genius, had surrendered; two days later, Lincoln hinted at the coming of limited African-American suffrage. The news threw Booth into despair. On the night of 13 April, Washington celebrated the victory with a ‘grand illumination’, the streets of the capital lit by candles and gas-lights; fireworks were set off in Lafayette Square.22 At 2.00 in the morning, a depressed Booth wrote a letter to his mother:




Dearest Mother!


I know you expect a letter from me, and am sure you will hardly forgive me. But indeed I have nothing to write about. Everything is dull; that is, has been till last night. (The illumination.)


Everything was bright and splendid. More so in my eyes if it had been a display in a nobler cause. But so goes the world. Might makes right. I only drop you these few lines to let you know I am well, and to say I have not heard from you. Excuse brevity; am in haste. Had one from Rose [his sister Rosalie Booth]. With best love to you all, I am your affectionate son ever,


John.23





The next morning, 14 April, Booth visited Ford’s Theatre to pick up his mail. It was a dark day, threatening rain.24 Harry (Henry Clay) Ford, the theatre-owner’s son, told him that the President and General Grant would be coming that evening to watch the play. Booth sat on the steps of the theatre and read his letters. He turned round and asked Ford if he was certain that the two men would be coming.25 He was very pale. From this unpredictable opportunity, a fresh idea for a conspiracy suddenly emerged, a last throw of the dice against the all but victorious North: he would assassinate Lincoln, and while he was at it organise the simultaneous slaying of William Henry Seward, the Secretary of State, and Andrew Johnson, the Vice President. In a single night, they would incapacitate the enemy government and gain consent to a reprieve for the South. Though General Robert Lee’s Confederate forces had already surrendered at Appomattox Court House, General Joseph E. Johnston’s forces were still in the field; there are indications that Booth only carried out the assassination in the belief that the war would carry on.26 (Johnston finally surrendered on 26 April, though it was not until the end of May that the last significant Confederate forces admitted defeat.) In a country still at war, the murder of the ultimate enemy general was not so much a crime as a military duty. War meant the trading of violence; it seemed the nation had become inured to killing. Booth had been there at the hanging of John Brown, the beginning of it all. Now he would be there at the end.


Booth had to call upon some of his Confederate associates: David Herold (‘a feeble minded youth of nineteen’27) and George Atzerodt – described as a 29-year-old coach-maker and repairer, German by birth, and an immigrant to the United States. Atzerodt was an old acquaintance of John and Mary Surratt.


Booth’s most useful accomplice would be Lewis Payne Powell (aka Lewis Paine), the son of a Florida Baptist minister. He was still a very young man, though a battle-tried one. Another ex-Confederate soldier, he had been wounded at Gettysburg, and he was – in the eyes of some – almost crazy. Paine was indeed unbalanced by grief: his two brothers had been killed in the war, and he had himself toiled through the trauma of the fighting. He later told how he had seen Booth act some years before, and had been forcibly impressed by the older man.28 It was the first play that Paine had ever seen.29 He spoke to the actor afterwards and the two men became friendly. They had met again by chance on the streets of Baltimore in 1865, and renewed the friendship. It seems that Paine had been initially drafted into the kidnapping plot. Now he was asked to play a role in a far more deadly endeavour.


By mid-afternoon, a plan had been hatched: Paine would kill Secretary of State Seward; Atzerodt would kill Vice President Andrew Johnson; Booth himself would kill Lincoln. Herold would assist with the escape. There was no intention to involve Surratt, Arnold or O’Laughlen in the assassinations. This was, after all, a more drastic plan than a mere attempt at kidnapping. However, Booth did persuade Mary Surratt to discover what she could about the guard posts manning the routes out of Washington.30


The motives for murdering Lincoln were obvious: revenge; provoking fear in the North; rekindling hope for the South. Andrew Johnson was a Southerner (and former slave-owner) who had gone over to the Unionist side. Only a few weeks before, Johnson had disgraced himself by turning up drunk to the Senate to take his oath of office as Vice President. He was another suitable target for the conspirators’ act of destabilising revenge. During the afternoon of 14 April, Booth went round to Johnson’s residence and left a note for him (‘Don’t wish to disturb you; are you at home?’), possibly with the intention of learning his movements.31 Some, however, have seen this message not as part of an attempt to murder the Vice President, but rather as a sinister indication of Johnson’s complicity with Booth.32


The third target would be William Henry Seward (1801–72), Lincoln’s Secretary of State, once his great political rival and now his great friend. Seward was a conviction politician glad to support unpopular causes (including the rights of immigrants) and a Machiavel of goodness, scheming behind the scenes to attain the least bad result.33 He was charming, cultured and only a little conceited. While Lincoln’s poor childhood was notorious, Seward had grown up in patrician comfort in Orange County, New York.34 Meeting him in 1860, the historian Henry Adams described him in this way:




A slouching, slender figure; a head like a wise macaw; a beaked nose; shaggy eyebrows; unorderly hair and clothes; hoarse voice; offhand manner; free talk, and perpetual cigar, offered a new type – of western New York – to fathom; a type in one way simple because it was double – political and personal; but complex because the political had become mature, and no one could tell which was the mask and which the features.35





In the 1840s, as Governor of New York, Seward had been a leader of the anti-slavery Whigs, standing against enslavement as unjust, unnecessary and outmoded. In the South, Seward was a much-hated figure, seen by some as one of the arch-instigators of the war against Southern institutions. Seward was a believer in business, abolition and American expansionism, the author after the Civil War of numerous territorially acquisitive strategies, most of which failed due to a lack of equal interest in Congress. (However, in 1867, he successfully followed through with one scheme, the purchase of Alaska from Russia.)


Seward might justly have believed himself robbed of the Republican candidacy by Lincoln, the largely untried lawyer from Illinois, for in 1860 Seward was a famous man, a spirited opponent of slavery, and an experienced Senator and Governor of New York. However, Lincoln was more likely to carry the Midwestern states and on the subject of slavery appeared the more moderate of the two men, and so duly won the nomination. Lincoln then defused the threat offered by Seward, and other disappointed men, such as Salmon P. Chase, by absorbing them into positions of authority in his Cabinet. Yet, as late as the spring of 1861, Seward was manoeuvring against the newly installed President. Many imagined that Lincoln would be a cipher of a President, while Seward wielded the real power from behind the scenes. In fact, Lincoln had quickly established his authority over Seward, initially through his impressive inauguration speech and then with his skilful handling of the Fort Sumter affair. Moreover, the two men had rapidly formed a deep friendship and community of interest.




* * *





Booth spent the day of 14 April preparing for the murders. At some point he went back into the theatre and bored a peephole into the back of the President’s box. The hole would give him a view directly onto the President’s back. Then he jammed a bar of wood into the outer door.36 Afterwards he went to a local livery stable and hired a horse, saying that he would come back for her at 4 p.m. When the hour came, he returned dressed in riding boots. He took the horse, and went to a local hotel, where he tried to gather his thoughts. He slipped, for privacy’s sake, into an office there and wrote a letter which he gave to a fellow actor, John Matthews, whom he had bumped into on Pennsylvania Avenue. A group of Confederate prisoners, General Lee’s soldiers, had just passed the two men by, and Booth was in lachrymose mood. ‘“Great God!”’ he declared, ‘“I have no longer a country!”’37


The contents of Booth’s message remain a matter of speculation. Booth told Matthews to take what he had written to John Coyle, editor of the National Intelligencer. However, Matthews forgot about the errand until much later that night. When he finally got home, Matthews opened the letter, and saw that it was a justification for the assassination. Booth had previously tried and failed to recruit Matthews for his conspiracy to kidnap the President. Understandably anxious that he would now be implicated in the deed, Matthews panicked, and burnt the letter. In 1881, with the help of a journalist, Matthews reconstructed its text from memory. Much of the recreated document (apart from its beginning and end) substantially repeats an earlier letter that Booth had written in 1864 for his sister Asia Booth Clarke. As this earlier dispatch had since been widely printed, it is also quite likely that Matthews had read it in the intervening sixteen years between assassination and publication. Only the opening and closing passages of Matthews’s version differ markedly from the earlier missive to Asia Booth. However, both the original letter to Asia and Matthews’s expanded version offer some insight into Booth’s state of mind and his beliefs about the deed.


Booth’s letter, or rather letters, display a volatile mixture of doubt and self-justification. ‘Many, I know – the vulgar herd – will blame me for what I am about to do, but posterity, I am sure, will justify me,’ he wrote on the day of the murder – according to Matthews at least:




Right or wrong, God judge me, not man. Be my motive good or bad, of one thing I am sure, the lasting condemnation of the North … In a foreign war I too could say ‘country, right or wrong.’ But in a struggle such as ours (where the brother tries to pierce the brother’s heart) for God’s sake choose the right.38





The tone here shows itself surprisingly tentative, self-persuading perhaps. He goes on to say how his country’s history has taught him to hate tyranny – a tyranny clearly embodied in Lincoln. Yet, in the next sentences, he praises the nobility and the blessings of slavery in a country formed for white men; such a view was a standard defence of the ‘peculiar institution’ in the South. The moral confusion laid bare here remains the keynote of Booth’s justification. For decades, advocates of slavery had re-imagined its evil as a positive good, a civilising influence on both master and slave, a vestige of old-world feudal sensibility in a degraded industrial world of ‘free labour’.39 Their self-imaginings pitted an agricultural order against the coming mechanistic world. Southern gentlemen sensitively guarded their ‘honour’ with a fineness of feeling that betrayed their underlying discomfort about their situation. Accustomed to defending the indefensible, they were apt to find insults everywhere. It was a fantasy of order, and a hallucination of cruelty, ‘haunted by suspicion, by idées fixes, by violent morbid excitement’.40 Booth exhibits the same muddle. For he continues his defence by declaring that perhaps the South was in the wrong:




Even should we allow that they were wrong at the beginning of this contest, cruelty and injustice have made the wrong become the right, and they stand now before the wonder and admiration of the world as a noble band of patriot heroes. Hereafter reading of their deeds Thermopylae would be forgotten.41





The South has become classic ground. On the afternoon itself, it seems that Booth wished to place his own deed likewise in terms of ancient probity. His experience of Shakespeare put the deeds of Brutus before him: ‘The stroke of his dagger was guided by his love of Rome. It was the spirit and ambition of Caesar that Brutus struck at.’ And he goes on to quote those wilfully blind lines of Brutus’ when the Roman imagines, as he must know is impossible, that one might kill the pride of Caesar and leave his body intact: ‘Oh that we could come by Caesar’s spirit, And not dismember Caesar! But, alas! Caesar must bleed for it.’42 When, on the run from the law, Booth came to write his diary, he marked the opening date as ‘14 Friday the Ides’.43


Using the ‘crimes’ of John Brown as his text, Booth wonders how what was crime in that man could be seen as righteous in the eyes of the Unionist cause, how vice could become virtue. The unspotted and innocent flag had been tainted. And yet throughout his letter, it is the instability of those categories of good and evil, and, we may assume, his own relationship to them, which is most striking. If Matthews remembered correctly, when much of the letter was written, Booth was no fanatic convinced of his own deed’s justice; he was grandiose, self-exculpating, self-pitying and somehow puzzled.


The day wore on. Booth ate, and then met his accomplices, Atzerodt, Herold and Paine, to discuss their plans. It is likely that this is the first moment that Atzerodt heard what Booth had planned for him. Afterwards Booth rode to the theatre, and left his horse with a boy. He went in and out of the theatre several times.44 Soon he would have to act. Between four and five o’clock, he killed time drinking whiskey in Peter Taltavul’s bar, ‘The Star’, right next door to Ford’s Theatre, stoking up some Dutch courage for that evening’s deed.45




* * *





On the morning of 14 April, Lincoln presided over a Cabinet meeting. Among others, General Grant was there, and Edwin M. Stanton, the War Secretary, Hugh McCulloch, the Treasury Secretary, with Frederick Seward standing in for his incapacitated father, since Seward senior was temporarily laid up in bed with a fractured arm and jaw, following a carriage accident earlier that month. It was Good Friday. Lincoln was in a cheerful mood. They discussed the best way to effect reconciliation with a defeated South. Lincoln brought up a dream he had had. He told his colleagues:




that a peculiar dream of the previous night was one that had occurred several times in his life, – a vague sense of floating – floating away on some vast and indistinct expanse, toward an unknown shore. The dream itself was not so strange as the coincidence that each of its previous recurrences had been followed by some important event or disaster, which he mentioned.





Some of the politicians present were sceptical; the victories and defeats that had followed were surely coincidences. Another pointed out that, as things were, it was unlikely there could now be any more victories or defeats, since the war was over. And the last suggested that perhaps real knowledge of a coming change brought about the dream, rather than the dream itself presaging anything. ‘“Perhaps,” said Mr. Lincoln, thoughtfully, “perhaps that is the explanation.”’46 In the afternoon he pardoned a deserter and a Confederate spy and then went for a short drive with his wife. After dinner, he went back to the War Department and worked some more. It was after eight by the time he finally left.


It had been a busy last month. The toll of the war and its pressures showed in Lincoln’s worn features. For years Lincoln had steered a more or less steady course between the radical abolitionists and the ordinarily prejudiced citizen, seeming, in Frederick Douglass’s words, tardy, cold, dull and indifferent to the radicals, while being, compared to the average, swift, zealous, radical and determined.47 Now, at the end of it all, he looked aged and drained. Lincoln’s genius had been to combine the brilliance of a pragmatic politician with the force of a moral visionary. Yet, in seeking to accommodate the border states or moderate Southern opinion, he had been obliged to assume positions that in retrospect seem half-hearted. With regards to the issue of slavery, he had passed through many political positions, as gradualist, even as supporter of the establishment of a colony overseas for America’s slaves, before reaching abolitionism.48 However, there is no doubt that he consistently hated slavery, had long hoped for its eventual demise (as he believed the framers of the Constitution likewise had), and had fought to resist the expansion of slavery into the western territories. Nonetheless, his main aim remained the preservation of the Union, and in the end emancipation was largely the lever that would achieve that aim.49 And Lincoln did put through the proclamation that began the emancipation of the slaves, and he did, as he intended, save the Union.


In late March, following an invitation from General Grant, he had made a visit to the front line before Richmond. His guides had worried about his safety. He travelled south on a steamboat, whose sister ship had recently been blown up by a bomb disguised as a lump of coal, a ‘cowardly assault’ in Lincoln’s view.50 His wife went with him, an irascible and jealous presence always in need of propitiation. With Grant, he saw wounded men and exhausted Confederate prisoners, and was moved by the suffering, and keyed up by the bustle of it all. On 4 April, he entered the city of Richmond, only hours after the collapse of its defending Southern army. For those in charge of his safety, Lincoln’s visit there was an anxious affair, the threat of assassination a real one.51 However, Lincoln was fearless. His courage was rewarded by a public demonstration of love and respect by the city’s liberated blacks and poor whites. To the President’s embarrassment, people knelt before him on the street; in a perilously anti-hierarchical gesture, Lincoln responded to one impassioned salute by raising his hat to an old black man. A Southern woman turned her eyes from the moment in disgust.52


On the boat journey home, he read Macbeth, going over several times the lines where, in guilt and horror at his deed of assassination, Macbeth envies Duncan’s sleep.53 Back in Washington, he visited injured troops in prison, shaking hands, offering compassion. He was fêted by triumphant crowds. On the night of 11 April, he gave a speech from the window of the White House to a waiting mass of people, in which he hinted that he favoured black suffrage. Among the crowd, furious at Lincoln’s tentative declaration, was John Wilkes Booth, who on hearing the President’s words, reportedly remarked to a friend: ‘That means nigger citizenship. Now, by God, I’ll put him through! … That is the last speech he will ever make.’54


It had been announced that the President and General Grant would both attend a performance at Ford’s Theatre.55 The play was to be Our American Cousin, starring an English actress, Laura Keene. The President preferred not to go; his wife was feeling poorly, and he had worked hard all day. However, careful not to offend the prickly Mrs Lincoln, General Grant had already cried off, and had boarded instead the late train to New Jersey, where he hoped to see his family. With Grant no longer going, Mrs Lincoln did not want to disappoint the expectant crowd, and so persuaded her husband that, against his own inclinations, he roused himself and with his wife, a little after eight o’clock, they set off for the theatre. As was quite usual, there was little in the way of security, merely one policeman, John F. Parker, and a White House messenger named Charlie Forbes. Lincoln’s favoured bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon – a man given to sleeping before the President’s door in the White House, armed to the teeth with guns and knives – was away on a mission in Richmond.56 It was a misty evening, hazy and dimmed.57 By the time they arrived, the play had already begun. The President made a bow from the box, as the actors paused, the orchestra played ‘Hail to the chief’, and the audience rose and applauded enthusiastically.58 Then with two friends, Major Henry Reed Rathbone and his fiancée (and step-sister), Clara Harris, Lincoln and his wife took their seats in the state box, the President sitting in a large armchair directly overlooking the stage from the level of the dress circle, and the evening continued.


The instant that Lincoln arrived at the theatre, Booth hurried back to Mary Surratt’s house. The news about the patrols guarding the capital’s roads was favourable. He rode back to Ford’s Theatre and tied up his horse by the rear entrance, leaving a boy with her to keep her calm. He went into the theatre and then immediately left and took another whiskey and then some water in Taltavul’s saloon bar next door.59 He then went back into the theatre, going under the stage. During the interval, he fortified himself with a brandy. The play recommenced. The President’s guard, John Parker, was engrossed in the performance, and did not notice Booth approaching the box.


The play was going well; the large audience were charmed. References in the play to Lincoln himself were met with cheers by the audience and laughter and bows from the President.60 Lincoln sat on his cushioned rocking-chair. Mary Lincoln was in high spirits. She leaned against her husband and put her hand on his knee. ‘“What will Miss Harris think of my hanging on to you so?”’ she asked him. ‘“She won’t think anything of it,”’ he told her. They were to be his last words.61 Booth waited. He had a single-barrel Derringer pocket pistol and a dagger. The third act began. Suddenly Booth walked around the aisle of the dress circle, and then up to the door of the President’s box. Here he took off his hat, and leant for a while against the wall.62 During a pause in the play, a change in scene, as an actor prepared to come on, Booth took a bunch of visiting cards from his pocket, and handed a card or note to Forbes, the White House coachman, who was on the seat nearest to the door.63 Forbes read it, and allowed him past, so Booth stepped through the outer door of the President’s box. Lincoln had his back to him, the four friends looking down on the performance below. Booth moved inside. The audience were all laughing at a scene-closing joke. Unseen, Booth raised his Derringer, reached out his arm over Mrs Lincoln’s shoulder, until the gun-barrel was close to the President, murmured the word ‘freedom’, and fired.64


The bullet ripped into the back of the President’s head and tore inside. When Rathbone rose and tried to stop him, Booth stabbed with a knife at the man’s breast, but the stroke was deflected and slashed instead across the Major’s upper arm.65 Then Booth rushed to the front of the box, still holding the knife, cried out, ‘Sic semper tyrannis!’, and then launched himself forwards over the twelve-foot gap down onto the stage below.66 The spur on his boot caught on a flag on the box, and he landed awkwardly, breaking a bone. Despite the pain he raced across the stage, then scuttled to the rear of the theatre, attempted to stab the theatre’s orchestra leader, dashed out through a side-door into a back alley, and from there hopped and limped to the main Avenue. There his horse was waiting for him; he mounted, and he and Herold sped off into the night, pursued ineffectually by one of the audience, a colonel in the Union Army.67


The audience heard the shot, but assumed in the moment it was part of the play. It was only Mrs Lincoln’s screams of ‘murder’ and then Booth’s dramatic leap that startled the paralysed audience into active uproar. There were screams of ‘kill him’ and ‘hang him’; men wept. Mrs Lincoln was on her knees, shrieking.68 People ran to the box; the President was still alive, but quite unconscious. There was blood on the back of the rocking-chair, and some of his brains had leaked out from the wound.


Booth had dropped his gun and his hat on the floor of the box; the spur that had caught on the flag was found on the stage. These clues though were hardly necessary; there had been nothing hidden about the deed. A well-known actor had taken the stage; it was always going to be certain that he would be recognised. Booth had often played at Ford’s Theatre; it was his insider knowledge of the building that facilitated his rapid escape. Yet, from this public place, he successfully vanished from view. The roads out of Washington were guarded, the steamboats on the Potomac searched, but no further trace of the assassin could be found.


Meanwhile the other two targets of the conspiracy were meeting their fates. In his bedroom at the Kirkwood Hotel, Vice President Johnson passed the night unscathed. When it came to the moment to strike, Atzerodt, his appointed assassin, flunked it and slunk home. William Henry Seward was not to be so fortunate. Around ten o’clock, just as Booth was firing on Lincoln, Lewis Paine also set to work. He had a dagger and an aged and rusty Navy revolver. Still weak from his carriage accident, Seward was already in bed. (He had impetuously tried to restrain two bolting horses while out on a ride with his family.69) His son, Frederick William Seward, who worked for him as Assistant Secretary of State, was staying with him and others of the Seward family in his Washington house. After a better night than he had passed previously, and a solid breakfast of egg, toast, shad and coffee, Seward senior had spent the day in bed, having Tennyson’s ‘Enoch Arden’ read to him by his daughter Fanny.70


While Herold waited outside to help with the escape, Paine mounted the steps to the front door, and told the doorman, William Bell, that he had new medicine for Seward. Bell let him into the house, assuming he was a messenger bearing a fresh prescription from Dr Tullio Verdi, one of Seward’s three attending physicians. However, having allowed entry, Bell hesitated to let the stranger go further, though Paine insisted in his ‘thin’, ‘tenor’ voice that he must administer the medicine himself, as the doctor had given him specific instructions about its use.71 After arguing a long time with the doorman in the hall, Paine pushed past him and strode heavily up to the third floor, where Seward’s room was located.72 But, alerted by the loudness of Paine’s tread, Seward’s son, dressed in his underclothes, was there before him.


That evening, Fanny Seward had been reading Legends of Charlemagne. After a visit by Dr Norris, her father had fallen into a light sleep. After a while, around ten o’clock, he woke, and smiled at her. Yet, hearing voices outside, Fanny went to the door, and found her brother, talking with a very tall young man. She told her brother that their father had woken up, thereby inadvertently revealing to Paine in which room the Secretary of State was resting. Paine asked her roughly if Seward was indeed awake; she looked back to her father to hear him say ‘Almost’. He was drifting in and out of sleep. Then her brother shut the door, and she went back to the bedside.73


Out in the hall, the stranger declared that he had a message from the doctor. But Frederick William Seward was adamant that his father should not be disturbed; the gaslights had already been lowered in the rooms, and the household was preparing for sleep. The two men argued while the younger Seward refused to admit the stranger; his father was too sick to accept any kind of visitor at that hour. Apparently persuaded, Paine feigned to be leaving, walking down the steps with William Bell, who told him ‘Don’t walk so heavy’, when suddenly Paine turned, sprang forwards, and levelled his gun at Fred Seward’s head to shoot him.74 He swore as he pulled the trigger, but there was only a click as the gun misfired. So Paine lunged forward and pistol-whipped Fred Seward, fracturing his skull.


Alarmed by the noise, Fanny Seward opened the door of the sick-room, and saw her brother pale and bloody, and the stranger by him. Paine burst into the room, punching Fanny out of the way, and stabbed with his Bowie knife at the male nurse (an invalid soldier named George Robinson).75 Fanny pleaded with Paine, ‘Don’t kill him’; it was these words that again woke her father up. Paine rushed to where William Seward lay on his bed unable to move, and the Secretary of State had one glimpse at his assassin’s face, as he desperately struggled to raise himself so as to protect his daughter. The half-light in the room made it hard to see as Paine tore forwards and slashed the Secretary of State several times across his face; he would have cut his throat too, but Seward escaped by flinging himself out of the bed. Fanny looked on, and the thought came to her, ‘This must be a fearful dream.’ Yet all the ordinary things of the room were still there, the bureau, the book she had been reading: it was no dream.76 She was pacing up and down the room screaming as Robinson wrestled with Paine; it was her screams that brought Major Augustus Seward, the Secretary’s eldest son, hurrying into the room. The dim light in the room confused the Major. He saw one man struggling with another and, imagining at first that it was his father fighting deliriously with his nurse, he moved forward to pull back the striving figure. As he did so, he felt at once the height and strength of the struggling man. It was not his father. He shoved the man forward, and Paine attacked him too, striking the Major five or six times on the head with the butt of his knife. Amazingly Major Seward was apparently little hurt by his onslaught, though he staggered back, and Paine, calling out over and over, ‘I’m mad, I’m mad,’ turned and hurtled from the room, and fled down the stairs.77




* * *





Immediately after the shooting, the President’s body had been carried a short distance to a boarding-house opposite Ford’s Theatre. As news spread, crowds gathered outside. There was panic on the streets; mounted patrols passed; rumours of the killings spread.78 The President was taken to a small bedroom decorated with prints; a copy of a Landseer painting of a white horse hung over the bed. He was stripped and laid on the bed, with a coverlet over him. The Cabinet met around the President’s bedside. Blood seeped out from the wound in his head, soaking the pillows. His eyes filled with blood; the flesh around them looked heavily bruised. He breathed hard, yet was unconscious. He seemed to be in no obvious pain. During the night, his breath grew feebler and interrupted. Just before the end, his wife was allowed to visit him. She fell crying on his body, and then after a few moments was led back out from the room. At 7.22 in the morning, Lincoln died. His mouth hung open afterwards, so they closed it by tying a handkerchief around the head. The face looked contented in death, almost smiling. They closed his eyes, and placed nickels on them; later these were replaced with silver half-dollars.


Although on the Saturday rumours spread of the Secretary of State’s death or of that of his son, in fact all those wounded at the Sewards’ house survived. Seward was left with wounds to his face and neck.79 These were staunched, and cooled with ice; when one of his doctors visited him the next day, he looked at the bloody mess, and remarked, ‘Assassination in the vilest form’.80 It was Seward’s son Frederick who was most badly injured, his skull fractured in several places and the brain exposed. On the day of the President’s funeral, Seward watched from his sick-bed as his friend’s coffin passed: 




He used at a subsequent period to tell of his vague and dreamy memory of being propped up with pillows, and drawn to the window, to witness the passing funeral pageant of the President. The great black catafalque, with its nodding sable plumes, caught his eye, but he was physically too weak to grasp its full significance.81







* * *





The assassins themselves had become fugitives. Hearing the commotion inside the Seward house and the shouting of servants, Herold had fled. Believing Paine had been caught, he rushed to tell Booth the news. They met on F Street and then rode out together to the Navy Yard Bridge. They were stopped there by sentries who were enforcing the nine o’clock curfew. The two men bluffed their way through, and were allowed to pass.


On leaving Seward’s house and finding Herold gone, Paine clambered onto his horse, a bay mare, and rode off, with William Bell, the doorman from the Seward house, right behind him until he reached I Street.82 Paine hid out for three days in a cemetery, and then on 17 April, around midnight, moved on to Mary Surratt’s house, the one place (he ought to have guessed) where he was most likely to be detected. Sure enough it was a particularly bad moment to break cover, for federal agents were in the house in the process of arresting Mary Surratt herself.83 When he came into the room and found Mrs Surratt and her daughter surrounded by Union officers, Paine supposedly remarked, ‘I guess I’ve made a mistake.’ He was identified by William Bell, and was clapped in heavy irons and taken in too.84 To confirm his identity, Major Seward made the experiment of holding Paine as he had held him on the night of the assault, and making the young man repeat the phrase ‘I’m mad, I’m mad.’ The re-enactment worked; at the end of it, the Major was sure they had found the right man.85


After impulsively deciding not to kill Johnson, Atzerodt had been without a plan. The police soon caught up with him in his bed at the house of Ernst Hartman Richter, his cousin.


Yet the chief culprits remained at large. A $50,000 reward was offered for the capture of Booth; John Surratt and Herold both had $25,000 on their heads. Troops scoured the countryside of Maryland; various men were mistaken for Booth and arrested.


Meanwhile the real Booth was on the run. His ankle was broken and he was pale from the pain of it.86 Around midnight on the night of the murder, he and Herold arrived at Surratt’s Tavern for whiskeys and to pick up guns.87 From there the two men kept on south through Maryland. But Booth needed medical help. They decided to call at the house of Dr Samuel Mudd, by some accounts the man who had introduced Booth to Surratt in the first place. Herold and Dr Mudd had to help Booth off his horse, and take him into the house, his shoulders draped with a shawl.88 There the doctor cut the boot from Booth’s leg and set the limb with plaster. Booth asked for a razor, and with it he shaved off his moustache. Then Mudd made up a crutch, and Booth and Herold rode on to hide in the woods.


They kept heading south. They went to Samuel Cox’s house in Maryland, where they hid out in a thicket. From 16 to 21 April, they were fed by a man named Thomas Jones, while they waited to cross the Potomac River.89 Once again they had found a person willing to protect them.


Booth wondered about how the killing had been received, and was somewhat relieved at first by the admiration of some among the defeated Confederates. As time went on, he began to realise how much his deed might have compromised the South, learning from newspapers shown to him by Jones how they had reacted to his heroism with horror.90 Booth was a disappointed man. In a brief diary he made while a fugitive, he told of his losses. On Saturday 22 April, Booth wrote out the following:




After being hunted like a dog through swamps, woods, and last night being chased by gun boats till I was forced to return wet cold and starving, with every mans hand against me, I am here in despair. And why; For doing what Brutus was honoured for, what made Tell a Hero. And yet I for striking down a greater tyrant than they ever knew am looked upon as a common cutthroat. My action was purer than either of theirs. One, hoped to be great himself. The other had not his countrys but his own wrongs to avenge. I hoped for no gain. I knew no private wrong. I struck for my country and that alone. A country groaned beneath this tyranny and prayed for this end. Yet now behold the cold hand they extend to me.


God cannot pardon me if I have done wrong. Yet I cannot see any wrong except in serving a degenerate people. The little, the very little I left behind to clear my name, the Govmt will not allow to be printed. So ends all. For my country I have given up all that makes life sweet and Holy, brought misery on my family, and am sure there is no pardon in Heaven for me since man condemns me so. I have only heard what has been done (except what I did myself) and it fills me with horror. God try and forgive me and bless my mother. To night I will once try the river with the intent to cross, though I have a greater desire to return to Washington and in a measure clear my name which I feel I can do. I do not repent the blow I struck. I may before God but not before man.


I think I have done well, though I am abandoned, with the curse of Cain upon me. When if the world knew my heart, that one blow would have me great, though I did desire no greatness.


To night I try to escape these blood hounds once more. Who can read his fate, God’s will be done.


I have too great a soul to die like a criminal. Oh may he, may he spare me that and let me die bravely.


I bless the entire world. Have never hated or wronged anyone. This last was not a wrong, unless God deems it so. And its with him, to damn or bless me. And for this brave boy with me who often prays (yes before and since) with a true and sincere heart, was it a crime in him, if so why can he pray the same I do not wish to shed a drop of blood, but ‘I must fight the course’ Tis all thats left me.91





The doubts of the letter written before the deed are here both deepened and resisted. At times Booth’s wounded ego predominates. The discrepancy between his self-image and his rewards lacerates him. He takes refuge in grandiosity, his act too great to be understood by the others for whom he performed it. There is something of the petulance felt by the badly reviewed in his self-justification, his aggression, his baffled sadness. It is a paradox of this story that Booth is the only assassin to be discussed in this book who already enjoyed fame, and yet is one of those assassins for whom the idea of fame might well have proved a spur to commit the crime. Measuring himself against his more famous and talented father and brother, John Wilkes Booth had pressing personal reasons for making his name.


And still, beneath all, runs his fear of God’s judgement of the deed. An image printed in Philadelphia in 1865 depicts a handsome and thoughtful Booth, a gun in his right hand, tempted by the hideous figure of Satan; behind them both Lincoln innocently watches a play.92 This diabolical version of Booth’s motivation bears, of course, little relationship to his self-image as tyrannicide. A tyrannicide acts within a political frame; the virtues of men are all that concern him. And yet, the fugitive knows, God has other concerns. Booth longs for greatness and despises it. Only God and his own conscience see his heart. After all, it seems that he had the actor’s weakness for publicity. He undertook to kill in a spirit of absolute independence, but the theatrical shout, the leap to the stage are just as truly expressive of his character. His letter burned by Matthews deprived him of a scaffold speech, a moment of Shakespearean persuasion. Silenced, fugitive, his outcast state signalled itself in a terrifying solitude. He was alone with his deed. He would not be understood.


Around the time that he wrote this diary entry, on Friday 21 April, the fugitives crossed the Potomac on a boat given to them by Thomas Jones. Yet, on Sunday 23 April, Booth was to endure another instance of the cold hand of ingratitude that his country offered him in recompense for his noble act of tyrannicide. Following the advice of Dr Mudd, Booth and Herold sought medical attention from Dr Richard H. Stewart in King George County, Virginia. To Booth’s chagrin, Dr Stewart turned them away with only a contemptuously provided meal, and no medical attention. Angered, Booth wrote a resentful letter in which he rebuked Stewart’s lack of hospitality and offered $5 for the meal they had been ungraciously given. On second thoughts, with cash running low, Booth rewrote the letter enclosing the more modest sum of $2.50. He could no longer afford his own indignation.


Usually they were luckier. Time after time, they received food and help from the people they met. Some have argued that this had little to do with luck, but was because they were knowingly following a Confederate ‘underground railroad’ of safe houses from North to South.93 Once they came upon a straggling group of Confederate troops. Herold was agitated and quickly confessed, without consulting with Booth, that they were the ‘assassinators’ of Lincoln. Sympathetic, the soldiers took the two runaways to Richard H. Garrett’s farm in Caroline County, a little south of Port Royal, Virginia, on the Rappahannock. The troops asked if the farmer and his family would put up a couple of injured Confederate soldiers, meaning Booth and Herold. Booth was still on crutches. The Garretts agreed and took the two men in, hiding them in a tobacco barn.94


The pursuing Union troops heard news that two men answering to the descriptions of Booth and Herold had been seen crossing the river from Maryland to Virginia. There had as yet been no search in Virginia. A party of cavalry were sent to investigate under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Everton J. Conger and Lieutenant Baker. They were to intercept Booth at Port Royal. It was known that Booth’s leg was broken, and estimated that he would have gone no further than that point. The cavalrymen took a steamboat and travelled downriver as far as Port Royal. At the ferry stop there, they interrogated the ferryman. He told them he had seen no one. At this point, Baker put his hands around the man’s throat and pressed the fingers tight. Still the man pleaded that no one had come through there. Baker brought out some pictures of Booth and Herold, and the ferryman’s black assistant instantly identified the men. They had come through yesterday. At this point, the ferryman confessed everything. He had rowed two men across some time before.


It was 25 April. With a clearer sense of Booth’s progress, the cavalry set off, and rode about fourteen miles or so. In a hotel bed in Bowling Green, they found eighteen-year-old Willie Jett, one of the soldiers who had come upon Booth and Herold. Jett told them where the assassins were hiding, and led the cavalry to the farm.95 It was the middle of the night when the soldiers reached the farm. They surrounded the place and then began to move in. Garrett came out of the house onto the porch and called out, ‘What’s this?’ They said they would tell him everything, if he lit a candle. So he went back inside to fetch a candle, and Baker followed him into the house, put a gun against his head and demanded to know who those men were who’d been sitting on his porch.96 The old man told him that the men had gone, and Baker threatened that he would blow his brains out. Garrett’s son came in. He was dressed in Confederate uniform. He pleaded with them not to hurt the old man, and said that he would tell everything. Baker put the gun to the son’s temple, and told him that if he lied he would kill him. The son said he would lead them to the men.


They went back outside and over to the barn. Another son of Richard Garrett’s joined them, also in Confederate uniform. Baker ordered the first son to go into the barn, get the weapons from the two men, and bring them out. So he took out his keys, unlocked the barn doors, and passed inside. It was just about 3.00 in the morning. After a while, Garrett came back out, locked the door, and passed the keys to Baker. They had refused, he told him; had offered to shoot him too; they would not come out.


The soldiers conferred. They decided to give the criminals a choice. They could give their guns to Garrett’s son, and face a fair trial; or they could burn to death in the barn. Baker was sent forward to make the proposition. They parleyed a while, Baker calling into the barn, and Booth from within calling out. Booth asked for a fair chance. He had only one good leg. Would they withdraw and let him come out, and fight them fairly? They would not. Their aim was to capture him, not kill him in a fight. Meanwhile the soldiers led their horses away. If there was to be shooting, they would not want the horses harmed, or for them to bolt.97


Herold wanted to surrender. The soldiers could hear Booth arguing with him, calling him a damned coward who wanted to give in, his actor’s voice sharp and clear in the stillness, while Herold’s words were muffled, indistinct.98


Then they had the following exchange. Booth called out:


‘Captain, who are you? I could have picked off half a dozen of your men while we were talking, and could have had half a dozen good shots at you.’


Baker replied by calling for him to surrender. ‘We have come here to take you, not to fight you.’99


But Booth had determined to die. His sense of himself required it. The artistic possibilities of the scene were immense. He would die a publicly heroic death. The soldiers could hear voices in the barn. Then Booth called out that Herold wanted to surrender. He would come out with his hands up. The soldiers were wary lest it was a ruse, and the two runaways had much to do to persuade them that Herold had given his rifle to Booth, and now had no gun. Booth did his best to exonerate Herold from the crime, crying out that only he was guilty. At last, Herold emerged nervously from the barn into the pre-dawn gloom, with his hands up, and was taken by the waiting Baker.


They decided to smoke Booth out. Lieutenant Colonel Conger crept up and pulled some straw out through the slats of the barn’s walls, lit it, and then pushed it back in, onto the pile of straw inside. The fire soon took. Conger watched through the wooden slats as Booth came forward, perhaps with the intention of throwing himself into the flames, perhaps only to put the fire out.100 And for a moment by the light of the blaze Conger could see Booth’s face wracked by despair. Then, with a sudden resolve, Booth moved towards the door with his two weapons, Herold’s rifle and his pistol. It was then that a gunshot struck the assassin, and blew into and then out of his neck, and he dropped to the floor. There was initially a confused sense that Booth had shot himself, but the possibility was quickly dismissed. The bullet had been fired by Sergeant Boston Corbett. Originally an Englishman, Corbett was a fanatically pious young man; in 1858 he had castrated himself after he spoke to a prostitute on the street in Boston. He was eventually committed to an asylum.101


The soldiers carried Booth to the porch. He managed his dying words, a message to his mother. He begged Conger several times, ‘Kill me, kill me.’ He was in much pain. They did not kill him, but let him go on, tending him as best they could, and by the time he died, four long hours later, it was daylight and all was over. He was dressed in a Confederate uniform. He told them to tell his mother that he died for his country. In his pockets were his diary and photographs of five beautiful women – one of them his upright Unionist fiancée, Lucy Hambert Hale.102 His hair and moustache had been cut off roughly by way of disguise, and his hair was matted and dirty. There cannot have been many chances to wash since he had killed the President. The mouth hung open, so, just as had been done with Lincoln, they took a handkerchief and tied it around his head. He looked more dignified that way. Then the physician closed his eyes, and they put him in a horse blanket, and sewed him up.103




* * *





Fully to grasp Booth’s murder of Lincoln, his act must be placed in a wider context of American political violence. Some years before, in June 1862, Seward had been warned of the dangers of assassination. On 15 July 1862, he wrote the following answer:




There is no doubt that from a period anterior to the breaking out of the insurrection, plots and conspiracies for purposes of assassination have been frequently formed and organized. And it is not unlikely that such an one as has been reported to you is now in agitation among the insurgents. If it be so it need furnish no ground for anxiety. Assassination is not an American practice or habit, and one so vicious and desperate cannot be engrafted into our political system.


This conviction of mine has steadily gained strength since the Civil War began. Every day’s experience confirms it. The President, during the heated season, occupies a country-house near the Soldiers’ Home, two or three miles from the city. He goes to and comes from that place on horseback, night and morning, unguarded. I go there unattended at all hours, by daylight and moonlight, by starlight and without any light.104





Seward’s conviction that assassination was un-American was widely shared.105 Such murders were the product of court intrigues, palace coups, or the conspiracies of oppressed and disgruntled subjects. American democracy and political openness ensured that such machinations could not flourish. One element of the psychic shock induced by the events of Good Friday 1865 in Washington was the feeling that America’s exceptional status had been compromised, its republican virtue tarnished. It was kings who caused assassination, just as they were its victims. The republican integrity of the United States should have rendered an assassination an impossibility. Soon the grotesque anomaly of Lincoln’s murder would be marked down as the consequence of the equally grotesque exception of the war and its violence; moreover the essential nobility of the aims of the war itself helped to ameliorate the impact of the President’s murder and the attack on Seward. America’s sense of itself could be retained. There was, as yet, insufficient reason to forfeit the assurance of uniqueness.


Booth’s attack stunned America; yet there had been precedents and forewarnings. The Abraham Lincoln Papers deposited in the Library of Congress preserve around a dozen warnings of assassination plots sent to the President by anxious citizens. Such people wrote to Lincoln, reporting conspiracies they had overheard.106 Some were plainly cranks, or making an implicit threat on their own account – one correspondent even suggested darkly that both Presidents Zachary Taylor and William Henry Harrison had already met ‘violent deaths’ (the first had died of gastroenteritis, the second of a cold).107 Other messages were more serious.108 Many of these belong to the months when Lincoln was still President-Elect. He appears to have taken such threats philosophically, and remained careless of danger; the warning missives themselves he had filed in a folder marked ‘assassination letters’. As Seward had done, in August 1863 Walt Whitman wrote of seeing Lincoln almost every day, riding to and fro from the White House to the Soldier’s Home (his residence in Washington), guarded by a troop of soldiers, sometimes sitting in his open two-horse barouche, but always quite visible:




I see very plainly ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S dark brown face, with the deep-cut lines, the eyes, always to me with a deep latent sadness in the expression. We have got so that we exchange bows, and very cordial ones.109





Others also knew of this daily routine. Once, on a summer night in 1864, a sniper shot Lincoln’s hat off as he rode back home from the White House.110 Though that lucky escape forced a more serious approach to his security, Lincoln continued to resist advice to protect himself better, arguing that such precautions might provoke the very deed they were designed to prevent.111


On his election in 1860, Lincoln had been far from a universally popular choice; Whitman had also recorded the silent reception the President-Elect had been awarded on his passing through the streets of New York on his tour preceding the first inauguration.112 There had also been assassination threats during Lincoln’s triumphal post-election journey around America. Both Allan Pinkerton, a detective employed to guard Lincoln, and Frederick Seward passed word to Lincoln of conspiracies. As a result of their information, the President-Elect had been forced to cancel a proposed stop in Baltimore, as strong evidence had emerged of plots against his life hatched in secret meetings of ‘banded rowdies’.113 The plan was for a mob to surround and kill Lincoln while he was changing trains. Baltimore’s reputation as a centre for violence meant that such hints were bound to be taken seriously.114 Instead Lincoln passed through the city by a night train, without previous warning, travelling on straight to Washington, DC – though as it turned out there were suggestions of death threats in the capital itself.115 It was the knowledge that Lincoln’s life could not be secured against the intentions of his would-be killers that prompted the change in itinerary. However, when news of his aborted visit reached the newspapers, some were publicly dismayed by Lincoln’s timidity. Edwin Stanton, the Attorney General at the time, and no ally of the new President, sneered that he had ‘crept into Washington’.116 However, it was no moment for quixotic acts of valour. In Baltimore and elsewhere, the sense of ‘personal hostility’ towards Lincoln was palpable. Despite the cat-calls of some, most could accept that Lincoln was no coward, and was fully prepared to brave the risks; it was simply that the consequences of his murder would be fatal for the country. Lincoln had had to bow to the pressure of well-wishers and adopt a policy of circumspection.117


From his first election to the end of the war, there were calls for Lincoln’s assassination in some Southern newspapers, including the Richmond Dispatch (‘to slay a tyrant is no more assassination than war is murder. Who speaks of Brutus as an assassin?’).118 In such tirades against tyranny, the South’s own tyranny against the slaves was happily forgotten; ‘How is it,’ Samuel Johnson had remarked, ‘that we hear the loudest yelps for liberty among the drivers of negroes?’ Sometimes such bloodthirsty calls were not limited to the South, but were repeated in the border states: the Exchange, a Baltimore newspaper edited by the son of Mr Howard, a pro-Southern police commissioner for the town, did not ‘hesitate to recommend assassination as a remedy for the obstacles the secessionists encounter in their work. “It is difficult to determine”, his paper wrote the other day, “whether the country most needs a Brutus or a Washington.”’119 Such rhetoric recalled the casting of Andrew Jackson as Caesar, and his would-be assassin, the mad Richard Lawrence, as his Brutus.120


But it was more than a matter of rhetoric. There were wartime conspiracies against Lincoln, most notably the work of the so-called ‘Sons of Liberty’, or the ‘Knights of the Golden Circle’, a pro-slavery secret society, that was rumoured to have plotted Lincoln’s murder.121 An image from the period shows a triptych of ‘Theory’ (a Knight of the Golden Circle), ‘Practice’ (John Wilkes Booth) and ‘Effect’ (‘The Martyr President’).122 This was of a piece with the Northern sense that the crime represented the spiteful impotence of newspaper invective actualised as a deed. As would happen after both William McKinley’s and John F. Kennedy’s deaths, the intemperate nature of press reporting would attract some blame for Lincoln’s murder.123


Though some have doubted the story, the most startling wartime plot against the President was very likely a wild scheme envisioned by William Clarke Quantrill, a former schoolteacher who had become a grimly murderous or patriotically heroic (depending on your point of view) pro-slavery partisan active on the Kansas–Missouri border.124 True or not, the assassination would have been entirely within the spirit of Quantrill’s bushwhacking attacks. It was Quantrill who led the infamous punitive raid against the town of Lawrence, Kansas, where he and his men put to death 182 men and boys.125 Lincoln remarked, with curious prescience, that the attack on Lawrence was something ‘that could no more be guarded against than assassination’.126 Soon after the assault on Lawrence, Quantrill set out eastwards from Missouri, perhaps hoping to murder Lincoln too, but stumbled upon a Union patrol in Kentucky and was himself shot, dying nearly a month later in a military prison.127


These assassination threats should be understood within the context of a long-standing potential for violence in American political life. In May 1856, a Southern-born Democrat politician, Philemon T. Herbert, shot dead a waiter in a hotel restaurant.128 Later that same month, Southern statesmen reacted with threats of violence when Charles Sumner delivered a scathing two-day speech in the Senate attacking proslavery violence in Kansas, in the process defaming a South Carolina Senator, Andrew P. Butler. A couple of days after the speech, these threats were realised when, on the floor of the Senate chamber, Butler’s nephew, South Carolina Congressman Preston Brooks, beat Sumner repeatedly on the head with a gold-tipped cane.129 Sumner was pinned down by the desk he was sitting at, and was unable either to resist or to evade the blows. For four years, Sumner’s health was ruined by the attack. By fellow Southerners, Brooks was lauded for his bravery and his upholding of Southern dignity; he was reputed to have been given presents of new canes by women of the South.130 His punishment was a $300 fine.131


In 1859, this volatility in Senate and Congress flashed into life again over the distribution of Hinton Rowan Helper’s provocative book The Impending Crisis. As anger increased, politicians took to wearing guns in the Senate and the House for purposes of protection or intimidation.132 Northern dismay at such action reflected its distance from the frontier violence that still characterised ‘long-settled’ parts of the South.133 Moreover, there was the brutalising effect of the violence of slavery itself, a system that habituated white masters and their families to the beating of their slaves.


Yet such readiness for bloodshed was not confined to the South. John Brown’s commitment to political violence belonged to the same process. In 1856, three years before the Harper’s Ferry raid, he had already perpetrated one massacre in Kansas. His turn to violence, his belief that American guilt had to be purged by blood, was of a piece with yearnings elsewhere.134 Although Brown’s passionate endorsement of action over mere talk found its context within purely American frustrations, it also echoed similar statements among the revolutionaries of Europe.135 Unlike his Old World counterparts, Brown had Christian martyrdom in mind, yet he showed the same Romantic attachment to the politics of gesture and of passion, of doing deeds rather than persuading. Brown’s rebellious venture was quixotic, an action defined by the prospect of its own failure. Dying for a cause could be as useful as killing for it. Others were willing to accept Brown’s performance as martyr, and his turn to force was matched by others in America among the anti-slavery movement, some of them formerly pacifist: Ralph Waldo Emerson affirmed that Brown made the gallows holy; Frederick Douglass declared that slave-holders and tyrants equally deserved death.136 This readiness to accept killing as necessary would prove an element in the drift towards war, as small-scale acts of violence pulled the nation towards the great blood-letting to come.


Lincoln’s death can be viewed as the last atrocity of the Civil War. Equally reasonably, we may place it as the first act of violence of the period of post-war Reconstruction, unusual only (though far from unique) in the victim being white. In the years after the war, lynchings, burnings, beatings, whippings, mob violence and murders proliferated, in a wave of political violence aimed at suppressing newly won black freedoms and restoring the power of the displaced Southern elite. And in one sense any white person in the South was a member of the ‘elite’. The heyday of Klan violence lasted for several years before being finally ended by the Ku Klux Klan Act of 1871. Both leading black politicians and white ‘scalawags’ (supporters of Reconstruction) were assassinated, but the violence extended downwards to schoolteachers (both male and female), noted Unionists, mere private individuals and Republican voters.137 The violence was perpetrated in great part by loosely organised conspiratorial groups and secret societies such as the Ku Klux Klan and the White League, as well as by more open groups such as the Red Shirts or the Knights of the White Camellia. Such fraternities both resembled other secret societies formed at the time in Europe and, unlike them, operated within a particular paradoxical position: the killings and acts of intimidation were fundamentally conservative, a series of actions designed to retain the position of power held by the dominant whites. On the other hand, officially at least, they were working outside the law of the land, and in this way could resemble other revolutionaries of the period, were it not for the fact that their vicious acts were perpetrated against the poorest and most oppressed. Their hostility to the government in Washington was a given, and their counter-revolutionary work was at heart intended to thwart post-war Radical Reconstruction. In one sense, the terrorist violence of the Reconstruction period was a form of sullen partisan warfare, turning Southern defeat into the Democrats’ victory. However, among their international contemporaries, the Ku Klux Klan and other similar groups most resembled the perpetrators of ethnic violence in the Balkans and Asia Minor, not least in the fact that victims and attackers were often neighbours. The secret societies treated their black American neighbours as something between a subject people and a territorial rival. As we shall see, the violence also resembled the later smaller-scale wave of assassinations in Weimar Germany, in so far as the courts were often either complicit in the violence or were prepared to find mitigating circumstances for right-wing killing.138




* * *





Had they succeeded in their aim and killed the President, Vice President and Secretary of State in one swoop, Booth and his accomplices would have left the USA leaderless. The next President would have had to be chosen by a vote of Congress. In fact, some have suggested that, in view of his ruinously wasted Presidency, if the conspirators had succeeded in murdering the self-assured but ultimately disappointing Johnson, they might have done the nation a favour. Whatever the case, and though the consequences of such a triple murder are incalculable, one thing remains clear: the Confederates would still have lost the war.


In April 1865, the Union was strong with the joy of victory, and it was easy therefore to nourish a hope for reconciliation. As it was, the assassination undoubtedly altered the tenor of the years to come. Booth’s murder of Lincoln crushed that hope and tarnished the peace. It was a vivid restating of the cause of hostilities, and hammered home a feeling that the South had been treacherous. Those, like Joseph Holt, who were already in favour of revenge against the South’s leaders were confirmed in their desire for retribution.139


Some have felt that Booth’s death deprived the public of a trial that might have explained the reasons behind the terrible event. The evidence from the trial that did take place suggests otherwise. Shamefully, the prosecutors set out to present a version of events, not to establish the truth behind the assassination. Although they were aware that the conspirators had first planned merely to kidnap Lincoln, this information was deliberately suppressed in order to blacken the accused men and woman.140 In Washington, the other conspirators had their spell in court, but little was decided except their punishments. John Surratt escaped to Canada, and on to Rome, where, under an assumed name, he joined the Papal Zouaves, was recognised, caught and brought back to the USA. There he was tried but released, after the trial against him ended in a hung jury. His mother, Mary Surratt, proved less fortunate.141 The facts against her were that she was a Confederate sympathiser (she had been upset by the fall of Richmond), that Paine had gone to her house to hide out, that her son had been involved, that the conspirators had made their plans in her house, that she had reconnoitred the routes out of Washington on the day of the murder and made enquiries as to the pickets that guarded them, that she had delivered Booth’s field glasses, that she had been involved with Confederate blockade-runners, and that she was intimate with Booth, and perhaps knew of (or helped him find) a supply of guns.142 Although some have argued for her innocence, the array of proofs regarding her involvement was formidable, and enough to secure the death sentence, despite the promised efforts of her distinguished lawyer, Reverdy Johnson, Senator from Maryland.


Similarly Dr Samuel Mudd’s arrest and imprisonment remains controversial. Some see him as an innocent and aggrieved doctor doing his duty, others as a central part of the conspiracy to kill Lincoln, Seward and Johnson. For a brief while, Mudd’s reputation was ruined; his name was literally Mudd. Escaping the death penalty, he was sentenced to prison, and then in 1869 was pardoned by President Johnson.143


Other than Mary Surratt and Mudd, the accused were Herold, Paine, Atzerodt (all three of whom were condemned to hanging) and Arnold and O’Laughlen, who were sentenced to life in prison. The court was a military tribunal, a matter of controversy for those who see the proceedings as a miscarriage of justice, though probably no more than a mark of the continuing influence of the war, and possibly of an acknowledged sense that the assassinations had been its last blow. There may also have been anxieties that a civil trial, by jury, would have led to even worse injustices.144 Though they have been much derided, there is evidence that at least some in the commission approached the trial with an open mind, and were ready, if properly convinced, to find at least some of the accused innocent.145


The tacit aim of the trial was to prove that Booth had not acted alone, and that his little privatised conspiracy was an intricate part of a larger Confederate plot. This conspiracy theory was commonly believed at the time. The prosecution were not framing the accused, but acting on a broadly shared assumption: suspicions that the murder was a Confederate conspiracy formed almost immediately on the hearing of the dreadful news.146


The head of the Bureau of Military Justice, Joseph Holt, was disposed to be convinced of the Richmond government’s involvement. It was imagined that the assassination plot had been organised in Canada by Confederate agents, with the encouragement of the Southern government. Northern spies confirmed these suspicions with fanciful stories of overhearing murderous Southern intentions. President Johnson issued a $100,000 bounty for the Confederate President Jefferson Davis’s apprehension.147 A popular song printed in 1865, ‘Jeff’s Last Proclamation’ contains the following stanza:








I thought that friend Booth sure would help me away


By murdering President Lincoln for me


But I find it has only hastened the day


That will see me hang high on that sour apple tree.











The title page to the song indeed depicts Davis hanging from a tree.148


The initial enthusiasm for the conspiracy theory waned as high-ranking figures such as Secretary of War Edwin Stanton began to have second thoughts about the veracity of some of the accusations in play. Meanwhile, on 10 May 1865, the former Confederate leader had been captured in Georgia. However, Davis was tried for treason, not for assassination, and in a civil, not a military court; these were clear indications that the government was losing faith in its own conspiracy theory. While President Johnson and Stanton doubted the accusations, Holt and others were pressing for the cases to come to trial. Nonetheless the charges against Confederates such as Clement Clay and Davis began to disintegrate on closer examination, and one chief prosecution ‘witness’ to the supposed conspiracy, ‘William Campbell’ (actually Joseph A. Hoare), admitted to fabricating his story. Soon even Holt had to confess that the charges based on the testimony of his current informers and spies would not stand; however, he was still convinced of Davis’s guilt, and continued to press for him to face a military trial. Likewise the House Judiciary Committee clung vindictively to the myth of the Confederate President’s involvement.149


For a long time after the trial’s conclusion, the idea of a conspiracy was dismissed, yet it has been voiced again more recently by some historians, as, in the post-Kennedy era, the taste for conspiracy theories has returned. Other versions of the intrigue exist, the most popular, long-standing (there were many who voiced suspicion back in 1865), and apparently unlikely alternative view being that the plot was led by Andrew Johnson, the succeeding President.150 An Assassination Committee was established soon after Lincoln’s death with the aim of ascertaining the level of Johnson’s connivance in the killing. On closer examination belief in his complicity faltered, and the Committee never even bothered to submit a report.151 These conspiracy theories are now unprovable, one way or the other. Nevertheless, there remain major flaws in the idea that Booth and the others were agents of a wider Confederate secret service scheme. There is every indication that the Good Friday plan to murder Lincoln and the others was a largely improvised and indeed rather amateurish affair, thought up on the hoof and without a great deal of foresight. No proper measures had been put in place to help Paine escape, and therefore it was pure fluke that (for a time) he did so. The plotters panicked, backed out, ran off, and generally behaved in such a way as hardly suggests a well-organised and thought-through conspiracy. On the other hand, there were indeed, as we have seen, other Confederate plots against the President’s life, and Booth appears to have known people in the ‘Confederate railroad’, unless his escape route was either judiciously chosen, or very fortunately stumbled upon.


On balance it seems much more likely that Booth was a freelancer – an egoist with a penchant for command and a great deal of megalomaniac charisma – who persuaded a number of not particularly well-placed individuals to take part in a hare-brained scheme. The only conspirator who proved at all adept or useful was Paine. Atzerodt, a famous coward who fled at the sight of a pistol, was put in charge of a murder. If this was the key Confederate secret service operation of the last stages of the war, why was it entrusted to a womanising, near-alcoholic thespian who had never seen military service, a taciturn and possibly lunatic soldier, a cowardly German, a middle-aged woman, and a light-witted pharmacy clerk?


At the trial, Paine’s counsel tried to prove a defence of insanity, using Paine’s carelessness in failing to conceal his identity and the very ferocity of the attack as indications of mental illness.152 An expert witness was called who argued that Paine suffered from ‘moral insanity’, that is, ‘when the moral or affective faculties seem to be exclusively affected by disease of the brain’.153 Paine’s illness, it was argued, feasibly enough, was the product of the rigours and horrors that he had experienced in the war. Where this defence became improbable was in the suggestion that the attack itself, on a sick man whom Paine had never met before, was evidence of insanity. This required draining the act of all political significance, imagining the country was in a normal condition itself, or that Seward was a private individual just like any other. The defence went so far as to suggest that a belief that the Civil War had been fought against slavery was itself a delusion, at which point the expert witness demurred and the judge intervened.154 Throughout the trial Paine remained silent, keeping his own counsel. He said nothing; he looked around the courtroom, with his fierce, uninterpretable stare. When asked how he could think his attack on Seward justified, he merely answered that in war a person was entitled to take the life of another. The defence failed, and Paine was sentenced with the rest of them.


There is a photograph of Paine taken in the days leading up to his execution. His hands are clamped together in rigid metal handcuffs. (In the wanted posters, these hands are described as ‘soft’ and ‘small’.155) He had been chained ever since he had tried to kill himself by bashing his head against the metal walls of the prison ship where for a time he had been incarcerated.156 In photographs, he wears a long-sleeved pullover, the neck cut square against his muscular body. He looks, above all, young; his hair tousled and unwashed, and swept off his forehead; leaning back against the wall; handsome. He gazes towards the camera, his expression more thoughtful than defiant, his puzzled eyes keeping quiet. There are images too of his death, as he and three other of the conspirators were hanged in a prison yard at the Arsenal on 7 July 1865. Hanged with him were Mary Surratt, George Atzerodt and David Herold. Right up to the last minute, there were hopes of a reprieve for Mary Surratt; but, to the disgust of many, none came. A series of photographs preserves the event. The first presents a crowded wooden platform and behind it a prison wall lined with soldiers. A second photograph shows the platform crowded with men with hats and umbrellas shading themselves from the sun; the condemned sit on chairs and listen to their death sentences. They stand up. The nooses are placed around their necks, and white hoods placed over their heads.157 And then at last the crowd stand around or look down beneath their feet at the swinging bodies of the three men and one woman, the motion blurring their form in the long exposure, with ropes tied to keep their arms close to their sides, over what must be a fifteen-foot drop.158




* * *





When Lincoln was assassinated, America had already been for four years a nation immersed in killing and grief. Some have viewed the war as the first truly modern industrial conflict, a foretaste of the Great War to come; others have argued that it was ‘the last merchant-agrarian war’, a conflict that created the conditions for the true American industrial revolution.159 Recently historians such as Mark Neely have downplayed the extent of the violence of the Civil War. Neely argues that a conflict long understood to have been marked by a ravenous ferocity, where men died in huge numbers, and entire areas of the country were devastated, was in fact an affair marked by chivalry and restraint on both sides. Others, such as Drew Gilpin Faust, would disagree, showing how, as the public awareness of death assumed mythic proportions, suffering became a unifying factor for the nation. Without accurate figures it is difficult to assess the impact of the war, but even conservative estimates suggest a level of destruction, of lives, of livestock, of property, that would have left few untouched. Around 620,000 American soldiers died, in battle, or from the effects of disease; the number of civilian deaths is unreckoned.160


However, the nation was far from inured to bloodshed. It was precisely the shock of Lincoln’s murder coming just as the fighting had ceased and peace had been attained that so disturbed people.161 Mourning requires meaning; it expresses the effort to comprehend and to salve, to give meaning to a lost life, and to the lives of survivors. An American culture that found such value in individual life had been suddenly faced with death on a mass scale. The dead had dwindled into numbers; as a nation, Americans sought meaning for the individuals concealed in those numbers. Lincoln’s greatness and death was on one level just another war death, but also something profoundly more. The loss of the President was the loss of an individual life, one that stood for the life of the nation as a whole.


The impact of the crime hit home sooner and perhaps with more force due to the new possibilities of the penny press and the haste permitted by the telegraph.162 Although by our standards it seems a primitive technology, actually the modern rapid diffusion of information was already in place. Within hours of the shooting, several reports had been sent; even while the President was dying, the newspapers knew of the event. This was a crime of which everyone instantly felt the impact. All of America’s cities woke up to the same news. America was the stage on which Booth had performed:




A thousand American cities, linked together by a network of lightning, have this morning awakened to the simultaneous knowledge that he who 12 hours ago was their first citizen, the chief architect of their fabric of a resuscitated Union, the figurehead round which clustered their hopes and pride, is numbered with the dead. Already over hundreds of thousands of square miles is every particular and detail of the rash and bloody deed of last night scrutinized by millions of eager eyes.163





The deed itself was drawn and re-drawn by dozens of artists. Two moments caught the eye: Booth firing into the back of the President’s head, an image of subterfuge and perfidy, and Booth’s leap from the box onto the stage, a demonic plunge. Illustrations also circulated of the scene when Booth himself was shot in the Virginia barn. The imagination lingered on these moments, picturing the violence. The degradation of Booth’s death was felt in such illustrations to be a fitting doom, an act of poetic justice. Clearly the public were hungry for such images. In June 1866, ‘Dashiell’s Western Panarama and Moving Mirror’ [sic] used the latest technology to exhibit a view of the President’s assassination, his funeral, and Booth’s flight, capture and death.164 The Library of Congress’s online catalogue entry wrongly records that the poster advertising the event marks in pencil that the panorama would be presented at the ‘Union Hell’.165


Rather than a sense of unreality, it is grief that marks the response to the killing. In a supplement to the poems in his book Drum Taps, a sequence of reflections on the war and elegies for the dead, Walt Whitman added one more short group of funeral songs. Among these was ‘When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d’, Whitman’s monumental, elusive threnody – his lament for the dead – that sweeps around the fact of Lincoln’s passing, without ever settling down into a statement of the loss. It comes as a surprise to learn that Whitman later considered renaming the poem ‘President Lincoln’s Funeral Hymn’, so public and concrete does that title seem in comparison to the indirectness of his method.166 The subject may be thought to be Lincoln’s assassination, but rather the verse enacts an oblique flirtation with death. As contemporary reviewers noted, there is no loss, no melancholy, but rather a sense of grandeur.167 Walt Whitman imagined the scene of Lincoln’s murder as a ‘great death’, an act that condensed a nationality, the secession period’s ‘highest poetic, single, central, pictorial dénouement … How the imagination – how the student loves these things!’168 Lincoln’s death here seems august, a happening from classical history, altogether Greek. His death marked the maturity of America. It was a death for the Union and also a union with death. More even than the horror of the war, Lincoln’s assassination was a symbolic drawing-in of death itself into the understanding of America. Whitman felt Lincoln’s murder as ‘tragic’, but also saw that America, the Union, transcended any mere individual fate.169


The small-town life of Washington, DC, and the opportunities for casual meeting had made Lincoln a familiar figure for Whitman. As we have seen, they were on bowing terms, and, on 4 March 1865, Whitman had been present at the inauguration, where he had seen the President ‘looking very disconsolate, and as if he would give anything to be somewhere else’.170 This sense of acquaintance was easily imagined as a kind of intimacy by Whitman, the bard of street-glances and casual pick-ups. This closeness gives Whitman’s elegy a force beyond that of the mere ‘public poem’; for Whitman, as for many Americans of the time, the political was embodied in persons – and Lincoln’s history, his words, his very presence, vivified the notion of his public office. This sense of Lincoln’s presence was intensified by his practice of meeting with visitors at the White House, and his communicating his ideas through letters printed in the nation’s newspapers.171 Disturbed by the way that the Civil War had rendered the dead anonymous, with its battlefields thick with unknown corpses, Whitman’s – and the public’s – relation to Lincoln graced death again with dignity.172


Lincoln’s funeral took place on 19 April, the anniversary of the first fighting in both the Revolutionary and the Civil Wars.173 It is reckoned that at least one million, and perhaps as many as seven million Americans saw the passing of his coffin as it made the long journey by rail from Washington back to Springfield, Illinois. This was Lincoln’s apogee, the moment when he came closest to pulling the whole nation into one entity. The murder on Good Friday suggested parallels with the sacrifice of Christ. To many, Lincoln’s death seemed like that of a father.174 In May, Whitman met with a sick Union soldier. The soldier spoke of Lincoln: ‘Take him altogether, he was the best man this country ever produced. It was quite a while I thought very different; but some time before the murder, that’s the way I have seen it.’175 Lincoln would come to appear, in time, what Grant had called him, ‘the conspicuous figure of the war’, and the most successful and important of American Presidents. In 1909, Leo Tolstoy described him as ‘the greatest general and greatest ruler of the world’.176


Yet many passionately hated Lincoln, for his pursuance of the war, his emancipation of the slaves, his love of ‘niggers’.177 Even in the Northern states, there were some who were content to see that Lincoln had been killed. The same mixture of feelings appeared in the South: some abhorred the deed; others celebrated it.178 We know that there had been death threats made against the President before, and the possibility of assassination had long existed. Lincoln was loathed by many – in the North as in the South – and there were many who felt that, as Booth claimed, Lincoln really was a tyrant.179


And indeed Lincoln might well be considered a dictator. With the emergency of secession as the instigating factor, he enlarged Presidential power in an unprecedented way, introducing such drastic unconstitutional acts as the suspension of habeas corpus, martial law, the emancipation of the slaves, and the introduction of conscription. These powers were largely assumed by proclamation, and first promulgated without the sanction of Congress (though Congress later ratified Lincoln’s choices).180 The three Constitutional amendments introduced because of the war all expanded the state’s power; the first ten amendments had all had the purpose of limiting that power.181 Moreover, for his first term, Lincoln was a minority President, with just under 40 per cent of the vote, the lowest figure for a winning candidate in the nation’s history, the lack of a substantial mandate making his sweeping actions seem all the more autocratic.182 In Britain, the ‘coarse cruelty of Lincoln and his hirelings was notorious’.183 John Ruskin’s splenetic outpouring to his American friend, Charles Eliot Norton, that the war was ‘the most insolent and tyrannical – and the worst conducted – in all history’ was idiosyncratically forthright, but voiced a common sentiment.184


While Lincoln assumed extraordinary powers, he exercised them with caution. This use of executive power was exceptional; the circumstances were exceptional too. Lincoln worked pragmatically, and with the intention of ultimately preserving the Constitution and the Union. As James G. Randall argued, it is as though, in Lincoln’s own mind, the honesty of his actions excused their illegality; as the same writer went on to remark, American government had hitherto been based on ‘legal guarantees and limitations, not upon the variable factor of a ruler’s personality’.185 In any case, the gains in the authority of the President initiated by Lincoln were quickly forgone after his assassination. He was the first President to be re-elected since Andrew Jackson, and the second time around received 55 per cent of the vote, a clear endorsement of his policy of emancipation for the slaves and of his prosecution of the war. The very fact that he allowed the usual four-year election to take place in wartime signals his adherence to democratic principles.


Nonetheless, since the beginning of the conflict, many in the South had imagined Lincoln as the ‘Abolition tyrant’ and ‘the tyrant at Washington’, and seen the Yankee North as despotic. The fight against ‘tyranny’ was of course formative in America’s understanding of itself, since the Declaration of Independence had been forged in order to fight against George III’s ‘establishment of an absolute Tyranny over these States’. Such images drew upon the deep resources of classical literature, and the implicit comparison of modern America with the ancient Roman Republic.186 In the eyes of some Democrats, Lincoln’s success as a wartime leader itself laid him open to charges of ‘Cæsarism’.187 Clement L. Vallandigham’s wartime political campaign against Lincoln was based on the belief that the government was a despotism, aiming at destroying fundamental American freedoms. Until Lincoln mitigated the severity of the response, the government’s treatment of Vallandigham himself (arrested, refused a trial, and condemned to prison) appeared to bear out his accusations.188 Yet ultimately Lincoln’s tolerant treatment of this prominent opponent belies his image as tyrant. Nonetheless ‘Peace Democrats’ in the Northern states condemned Republicans as ‘tyrants’.189 Abolitionists felt the same way about slave-masters in the South. Both sides appealed to an image of American freedom, the South in particular clinging to a Jeffersonian image of individual liberty, including the liberty to own slaves.


Even as Lincoln was decried by many as a usurping tyrant, there were simultaneously odd yearnings for the suspension of democracy and the establishment of dictatorship. The mysteriously beloved Union General George B. McClellan definitely flirted with the thought of becoming a dictator.190 General Joseph Hooker was known to have advocated the rule of a dictator, and at the end of the war some in the South suggested that General Lee might seize ultimate power.191


When, at the crucial moment, Booth cried out the Latin motto of the state of Virginia, ‘Sic semper tyrannis’ (thus always to tyrants), that shout was both ludicrous and momentous. Two years after the murder, an article in The Times placed the origin of modern assassination in the years that were then supposed to have brought the revival of classical learning in Europe. The rediscovery of Greek and Roman models meant a new return to the authority of the classics, and with it a revival of the idea of certain political murders as noble and virtuous, not assassination but tyrannicide: 




The origin of modern political assassination must be sought in a period somewhat anterior to the Protestant Reformation … In Italy, especially, where the reproduction of Republican forms and terms in the free cities encouraged the spread of Pagan maxims, regicide, under the specious name of tyrannicide, was exalted into the grandest achievement.192





To this British commentator, tyrannicide appeared Italian, Roman Catholic, foreign. You can praise the fortitude of such men or their courage awaiting death, he suggests, but to applaud the murder itself is entirely wrong:




It is this trifling with sacred principle, this halo of romantic and dramatic interest awakened in favour of virtues out of date, this perpetual relapse into Paganism, which heats the imagination of crack-brained wretches like Booth, and brings them to their deaths in uncertainty whether they deserve God and man’s curses, or their blessings.193





This article is itself interestingly unclear as to whether Booth is all bad. Others saw the deed as badness without precedent – there was at least misguided nobility in the example of a would-be tyrannicide such as Ravaillac or Felice Orsini.194


Similarly an article by Gustave Janicot in the Gazette de France, 28 April 1865, made the comparison clear:




Booth had to speak Latin to make himself recognised in the land of liberty, where he accomplished his crime. He had to speak the language of Brutus to reveal his origin, and to show plainly that he belonged, by the nature of the deed, to the Old World.195





A letter a few days later in the same paper remarked:




The assassin, a comedian, jumping on to the stage, and brandishing the classic dagger, exclaiming to the affrighted public the stupid phrase, Sic semper tyrannis! No, really – and you are right in saying so – that is not American.196





Even to Europeans, the murder seemed a betrayal of the American ideal.


Yet Americans did not have to wait for European commentators for the connection between Roman virtue, or Italian Renaissance corruption, and Booth’s exploit to become clear. In a speech delivered within a year of the event, Frederick Douglass named the killing, 




the inauguration of a new crime – a stranger to our latitude. We had heard of it among the monarchs of Europe, where men were goaded to desperation by tyranny, but had never dreamed that in this land of free ballots, a crime so monstrous as the assassination of our Chief Magistrate could be possible.197





Booth’s act signalled the last collapse of the myth of Southern chivalry; rather than a deed from medieval romance or the novels of Sir Walter Scott, its precedents lay with Caligula, the Borgias or Charlotte Corday. As we have seen, Booth himself cast his role as that of the noble Republican tyrannicide. A poem praising Booth, entitled ‘Our Brutus’, was printed and proved popular.198 When Henry Adams, the American novelist and historian, heard the news, he was in Rome: ‘where it seemed singularly fitting to that nursery of murderers and murdered, as though America were also getting educated’.199 Getting educated, getting corrupt.


Somehow, in reading the material related to the Lincoln assassination, it proves hard to dodge an overpowering sense of the ludicrous. Everything regarding the conspirators happens in stark and lurid colours. The gestures are grandiose, the participants melodramatic. Perhaps it comes from Booth’s theatrical milieu; he aimed at great tragedy, and achieved grand guignol. Ford’s Theatre appears like a toy theatre, the actors brilliantly coloured, though smudged, their outlines too clear for reality. When Booth leapt on to the stage, he was throwing himself onto the one place where he felt truly comfortable. Booth’s mad energy and his bustle make him resemble Richard III, more than Brutus. From the moment he began his conspiracy, he forsook dignity, though he sought it over and over, that part of him he had misplaced. Only Lewis Paine comes over across the years as noble, as understandable, though at the time his dogged and glaring silence was the most mystifying thing of all. Now it appears existential, the possibly deranged young man a Meursault, Albert Camus’s ‘Stranger’, before the fact.


Yet, compared with later American assassinations, as we shall learn, there is a quality in this crime that does not deprive the event of meaning. The biography of both assassin and victim make sense; there is madness, but even the madness adds meaning to the event. It was the last act of a war, but one that though dreadful was hardly senseless. There is passionate significance here, and not just futility. Lincoln’s killing was a tragedy, even though it was a stagey one. The murder both took place in a theatre and also possesses some of the atmosphere of a theatrical event; the shot itself was thought by many in the audience to be a theatrical dénouement, an element in the comedy. Yet, if the murder was a performance, it was one motivated by ardent energy and political fervour. Behind it lay images of greatness and classical virtue, and of American independence.


In the late 1880s, the commander of the troops who had caught up with Booth, Lieutenant Baker, went on the lecture circuit, offering anecdotes of the assassin’s death.200 Unable to stage any more plays there, Ford sold his theatre soon afterwards, clearing a good profit. At the house opposite, where the President had died, they were busy asking for compensation of up to $550 for the cleaning of carpets and bedclothes. In any case, they’d been making money out of it all – reportedly charging admission fifty cents a time to the lines of curious citizens.201
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