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Introduction



Confederates in the Capitol


Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end.


—Winston Churchill1


Worries about a new civil war in America are misplaced because the Civil War never fully ended. Its lingering embers have burst into flames at various times, including during our own.


On January 6, 2021, thousands of American citizens, self-proclaimed patriots, marched up the Mall in Washington, DC, crossed a line of barricades, and broke into the U.S. Capitol. They interrupted the House of Representatives and the Senate in session, sending the vice president and others scuttling to secure locations. Capitol Police were wholly unprepared for the crowd’s desire to break the windows, ransack the offices, and assault the occupants of the building.


The bright Capitol dome symbolizes the peaceful transfer of power in a united country, but this mob would have nothing of it. They were an insurrection against the Union and the electoral process. The timing of the march was meant to prevent the inauguration of a new president with whom they disagreed. Some rioters posed proudly for selfies, displaying self-righteous anger and intolerance. They sent videos around social media, documenting their break-in.


“Look at me,” so many shouted on Facebook, “I am here, taking back our government!”


Not all in the crowd were violent, but if you were a Black law enforcement officer on duty that day, you felt the brutality personally. James Blassingame, a police officer with seventeen years of experience, recounted the fury:


My squad, we head over to the Capitol, to the Crypt. Then I hear somebody yell, “They’re coming through a window.” I look north. I wish I could come up with a better analogy, but it’s just a horde of zombies running at us full speed. I mean, the whole length of the hall. There’s maybe like eight, ten of us. People are yelling. They’re throwing stuff. We’re holding the line. Somebody broke a wood stanchion in half and threw it at a guy next to me; he just dropped.… People were pissing on walls. People were dumping water coolers on the ground.… It was mob mentality.2


The fanatical rage had roots in the Civil War, which explains why the mob flagrantly displayed the Confederate Battle Flag. The loudest insurrectionists proclaimed a connection to the Confederacy and its defense of white families and privileges. They targeted those who placed democracy—particularly the will of the majority of voters—above their needs and desires.


The mob wanted to stop the certification of the 2020 election, one of the freest and securest in American history. They echoed old Southern claims of “fraud,” first articulated when nonwhite votes had turned Confederate partisans out of office. A renunciation of white power at the ballot box was unacceptable—a cause for vigilante justice, authoritarianism, and worse. The mob came prepared for battle, with guns, knives, handcuffs, and pepper spray.


Kevin Seefried was a foot soldier in this forever war. A stout, short-haired, bearded, fifty-one-year-old white man from southern Delaware, he carried a life-size Confederate flag into the seat of American democracy, threatening to murder the vice president. Those around him shouted, “Kill Mike Pence!” as he waved the symbol of slaveholders under the majestic white rotunda. Some members of the mob had already used their flagpoles to impale police officers. Others prepared to do much worse.


On the grass field in front of the Capitol, Seefried’s confederates had assembled a wooden gallows with a noose, a uniquely American symbol of racist vengeance. They were ready to lynch the vice president and other elected leaders who undermined their control of the government.


It did not matter that the vice president had been a loyal servant to his party. “Kill Mike Pence!” “Hang [Speaker] Nancy Pelosi!” The mob knew what they were saying. They would not permit people to gain power who were different from them—Black, Brown, Asian, female—even if elected by millions of votes. Power mattered more than justice. Status, especially for those fearful of losing it, mattered more than freedom. The Confederate flag symbolized it all.


Like many others in the mob, Seefried brought his son, Hunter, to the insurrection. It was a proud moment for a father who had spent many of his years in and out of work, living in an economically depressed area two hours from the Capitol. He and his son were taking back their country, showing that they could make a difference, standing up for fellow working-class families who felt forgotten. They would not accept a president elected by nonwhite voters. The Confederate flag was their battle flag.
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On January 6, 2021, insurrectionists built a public gallows in front of the Capitol, evoking the long history of mob lynchings in the United States. They shouted, “Kill Mike Pence!” and “Hang Nancy Pelosi!” Credit: Tyler Merbler, Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic license
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The Confederate Battle Flag, originally designed in 1863, remains a widespread symbol of racial and political defiance in the United States.








Some might find it odd that the symbol of a defeated regime should fly so high for insurrectionists, but that is part of this American history. The flag that Seefried carried into the Capitol emblazoned the jackets, shirts, trucks, and homes of millions of citizens. The Confederate emblem, in fact, became more popular after the collapse of the Confederacy. As this book shows, the image of the flag was resilient because defeat was not followed by a sustained uprooting of the cause behind it. Although the battles were lost—at Gettysburg, at Vicksburg, at Atlanta, and beyond—the racial hatred was not given up. Ironically, the legend of the “Lost Cause” was added to a creed that wasn’t lost at all, and to a conflict that ended only militarily at Appomattox but sinuously continued through other means.


Originally designed as a battle flag for Robert E. Lee’s army, the blue diagonal cross with stars on a red background was adopted by Confederate army veterans and placed around their communities as a statement of defiance. It was a marker of protest against helping Black men at the cost of whites. The flag became a trigger for resistance to civil rights, and it spread widely among families who felt attacked by reformers, activists, and federal law enforcement.


Politicians used the Confederate flag to advocate for white supremacy without saying those words. Their followers knew what they meant, but they could not be quoted by their critics, especially in a court of law. The flag allowed for violent provocation without responsibility. Southern Democrats who sponsored Jim Crow violence against African Americans, especially the Dixiecrats after the Second World War, found the flag a very effective tool. It aroused attacks on “uppity” African Americans who pushed for improved treatment, and it promised to preserve a “traditional” America. Dixiecrats contended that they were defending a “historical symbol,” not the repression. They blamed “race agitators” for undermining “law and order.”


This was a terrible fiction. In reality, the flag was an advertisement for inhumane cruelty. It was not very different from the Nazi swastika or the straight-armed fascist salute. And it continues to send the same message—threatening to its targets, empowering to those who display it. The Confederate flag is the bullhorn of the racist bully.


When lynch mobs hung a man from a tree, as happened frequently and without punishment during the first half of the twentieth century, the people in the crowd displayed the Confederate flag. When white groups, including local police officers, beat peaceful marchers in the 1960s, they carried the flag. When white supremacists besieged the University of Virginia campus in 2017, they showed off the flag. Seefried and other insurrectionists in 2021 were loyal to this ugly tradition, and they knew it.


The Seefrieds had felt themselves falling further behind educated, economically mobile, and often nonwhite Americans for more than a decade, following the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression. The economic downturn that began in late 2007 hit working families hard. Jobs dried up and bank loans were denied. Struggling main streets became ghost towns.


Sussex County, Delaware, where the Seefrieds resided in a run-down house, fit the pattern. This rural region of chicken farms entered a tailspin that triggered higher crime and drug dependence, lower incomes, and diminished expectations for the future. Everything seemed to be going the wrong way, and the election of the first African American president in 2008 only made things feel worse. Barack Obama symbolized an emerging country that the Seefrieds believed they could never enter. They lacked the education and pedigree to compete in a multiracial meritocracy that promised so much for some, leaving many others out. Obama’s diverse supporters were winning, while the traditional white families in Sussex and other rural counties were not. The Seefrieds felt like losers.


The losers wanted to fight back. They were desperate. They searched for a cause and found it, as others had before, in the Confederacy—a rebellion of white people to protect themselves.


In 2004, a group of white residents in Sussex County created the Delaware Grays, a chapter of the nationwide Sons of Confederate Veterans. They quickly became a major presence in county parades, on the internet, and in the community as a whole. They even visited schools, sharing the stories of the “good” Confederates who had fought to protect their homes and their slaves.


In May 2007, the Delaware Grays built their own monument. They dedicated a nine-foot-tall gray granite obelisk with the inscribed names of the 140 Delaware residents who had fought for secession. Two flagpoles surrounded the monument—one flying the state emblem, the other the Confederate flag. The purpose was clear: “to recognize the valor and sacrifices of Delaware’s citizens and soldiers who fought for the Confederacy” in what the monument’s supporters called “the War between the States.”3


The monument drew immediate controversy, including condemnation from the state legislature and a withdrawal of public funding from the local historical society, which owned the land. Efforts to remove the Confederate flag, however, only encouraged resistance. The Delaware Grays raised money to replace state grants, and they doubled down on their commitment to honor those who had fought for secession and slavery.


Jeff Plummer, the Delaware Grays’ camp commander, told reporters: “I am proud to carry the torch.… When you don the uniform of the Confederate soldier, there is a feeling of pride that cannot be equaled. It is ‘in your heart,’ as we say. You are preserving for future generations history of the sacrifices and valor for the cause, the memory and the pride of the gallant Southern dead.”


The hunger for personal dignity through Confederate emulation filled his words. One implication is unmistakable: only white men could “don the uniform of the Confederate soldier.”


“I stand up at the playing of Dixie,” Plummer continued in a defiant tone. “I well-up at the scene of Pickett’s Charge in the movie Gettysburg. I am committed to honoring my ancestors, and will defend ferociously their good name and deeds.”


In addition to venerating the Confederate flag and its anthems, the Delaware Grays adopted the infamous pledge of Confederate veteran and Mississippi politician Stephen Dill Lee: “We submit the vindication of the Cause for which we fought; to your strength will be given the defense of the Confederate soldier’s good name, the guardianship of his history, the emulation of his virtues, the perpetuation of those principles he loved and which made him glorious and which you also cherish. Remember, it is your duty to see that the true history of the South is presented to future generations.”4


The Delaware Grays repeat those words at every meeting. Through their monument building and flag waving, they have encouraged the suffering white families in Sussex County to claim dignity in resistance to nonwhite rule. They have surfaced the awful old tradition. In 2016, Donald Trump won nearly 60 percent of the votes in the county.


Four years later, when a Delaware Democrat was elected president, the Confederate flag still flew in Sussex County, and the Delaware Grays continued to encourage white men to stand up for themselves. Kevin Seefried was part of this movement. When asked by FBI agents where he acquired the Confederate flag that he carried into the Capitol, he explained that he brought it from home, where it was “usually displayed outside.” He depicted his actions as the legitimate behavior of a white American patriot. That is how he saw it.5


Even after the insurrection, the Delaware Grays’ website still promoted a defiant “salute to the Confederate flag.” The group asked its followers to pledge “affection, reverence and undying devotion to the Cause.” The Delaware Grays do not call for insurrection, but they offer the Confederacy as a model for citizens unhappy with the changes in a more diverse country. This message resonated with Seefried and millions of others. By most accounts, it still does.6


The Confederacy was a brief, chaotic, illegal, and beaten regime composed of a handful of Southern states. It failed as absolutely as any government could—it did not protect its people, it accomplished nothing but devastation and economic misery. But its memory and promise (and threat) are still alive. If anything, its twisted legacy has expanded its reach into depressed communities in Wisconsin, Michigan, Pennsylvania, and, of course, Delaware. The presence of Confederate flags in small towns as far north as the Canadian border attests to its appeal for citizens distant from the traditional land of Dixie.


The Seefrieds and thousands of others who invaded the Capitol believed they were showing the “undying devotion to the Cause” that would save their country. Their boldness was surprising; their reliance on ideas and symbols from the past was predictable. They were fighting the Civil War by other means—a campaign that began immediately after the Army of Northern Virginia, under General Robert E. Lee, surrendered at Appomattox.


More than 150 years after Appomattox, I watched the events of January 6 on television with horror. Although I am a historian and a scholar of politics, I had never before paid attention to the certification of the electoral votes for president. Most Americans did not even know such a thing occurred every four years, two months after citizens voted. Although the United States has had numerous close and contested elections, the acceptance of the results by Congress has rarely been anything more than an empty ritual. Not this time.


The National Guard did not come to restore order until hours after the attack on the Capitol began, but the Confederate flag was there, carried by Kevin Seefried and the trespassers who rummaged through the Senate chamber, sat in Nancy Pelosi’s office, and killed a police officer. Four more police officers died from the lingering trauma in later days.


It happened so suddenly. Just like that, a stable democracy with the most peaceful tradition of transferring power was under siege. This was not the America that I had studied and taught for years. This was surely not the America I grew up in, where elections were hard-fought but then respected by winners and losers alike.


As I looked back at the history that I had studied, I realized that I had underappreciated the long-standing domestic forces of destruction and exclusion. Alongside the growth and development of American democracy, the country had remained mired in unresolved debates about who should have power and who should not.


These issues were most urgent after the military battles of the Civil War, when four million former slaves became citizens. Where would they live? Where would they work? Would they vote?


The fights over these questions in the nineteenth century were still sharp on January 6, 2021. The beginnings of the insurrection at the Capitol started much earlier, in the years after the Confederacy was defeated but remained alive in the imaginations of the dispossessed. The two decades after Robert E. Lee’s surrender were years when the seeds of voter suppression, segregation, and vigilantism were planted.


This book is about those beginnings—the history of the two decades after Appomattox, when some Americans tried to build a multiracial nation and others refused. It tells the story of difficult transition years for the United States, and it shows how they created a pattern for exclusion, violence, and coup plotting that repeated into the twenty-first century.


This is a history that reaches far back but remains terrifyingly present. The civil rights struggles in the years after Abraham Lincoln’s death are harrowingly similar to our own. The past and present efforts to deny voting rights are almost identical.


The threads of the Confederate flag weave it all together, connecting nineteenth-century slaveholding secession to twenty-first-century white supremacist rioting. Kevin Seefried and the other insurrectionists at the Capitol were reenacting the two decades after Appomattox described here. We can only understand what happened on January 6, and remove its causes, if we start with this history—with the long shadow of a civil war that still has not ended.
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CHAPTER 1



Dying for Country


Tell my mother I die for my country.


John Wilkes Booth was surrounded. He had shot the president, fled across the Potomac River, and was hiding in a barn in Virginia. He had found sympathizers along the way, as he had expected. But his actions had not triggered the intended avalanche of renewed Confederate violence. At least not yet.1


Vainglorious to the end, Booth blamed the cowering citizens who failed to take up arms with their self-appointed savior. He saw himself as the hero of his age, cutting down the tall, dark oppressor to free the hardworking people. As he fled through the Virginia countryside, Booth compared his predicament, in his diary, with the roles he had performed, created by famous playwrights William Shakespeare and Friedrich Schiller:


After being hunted like a dog through swamps, woods, and last night being chased by gunboats till I was forced to return wet, cold, and starving, with every man’s hand against me, I am here in despair. And why? For doing what Brutus was honored for. What made [Wilhelm] 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.


“I cannot see my wrong,” Booth scribbled, “except in serving a degenerate people.” He bemoaned his suffering as a servant who bravely sacrificed against grave odds for a higher cause. “I hoped for no gain. I knew no private wrong. I struck for my country and that alone. A country that groaned beneath this tyranny, and prayed for this end, and yet now behold the cold hands they extend to me.”


Referring to President Lincoln, Booth lashed out in his diary: “Our country owed all her troubles to him, and God simply made me the instrument of his punishment. The country is not what it was.” Paraphrasing Shakespeare’s Brutus—who exclaims, “I love the name of honor more than I fear death”—Booth wrote: “I care not what becomes of me. I have no desire to outlive my country.”2


He kept repeating that word, country. Booth did not mean a place or even its people. He meant a way of life, with free white men controlling land and government, masters of their houses and overseers of slaves. The privileges of white men were essential for freedom, in Booth’s eyes. Slavery gave white men wealth, and it gave them status. They were “white” because they ruled darker-skinned people; they were “men” because they used violence for personal gain.


The democracy of prosperous white men, including Booth, demanded slavery. From the Virginia planters who wrote the Constitution to the Jacksonian settlers who moved west and killed Indians, white men had built American prosperity on the backs of slaves who had cleared the land, tilled the soil, managed the homesteads, and even nursed the children. Slavery made white men, even those who did not own slaves but engaged in merchant activities, free and rich. Slaves were an essential capital resource for the economy of American democracy.


Booth took that as an article of faith. A man of the stage, he relied on the patronage of wealthy white Americans, many of whom owned slaves. That was his audience. He saw himself as a protector of the dominant racial culture that defined his beloved country.


Born in the border state of Maryland, Booth had performed frequently in the South, where he was revered among white theatergoers. In the society of rich gentlemen and pretty ladies, he was their muse, their mirror, their conscience, their entertainment. He depended on the affluent leisured class, the transplanted English squires, and would-be fine folk. And they depended on slaves. Booth was obsessed with Lincoln because the president did much more than conduct a war to defend the Union. By limiting and then abolishing slavery, Lincoln challenged the status of the polite, well-mannered society of white people whose inherited wealth and power Booth depended upon.
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John Wilkes Booth—handsome, well dressed, and ready for the stage. Credit: Wikimedia Commons








Although he did not believe in full racial equality, by war’s end, Lincoln had slowly come to advocate for freed slaves participating in what had been exclusive white society—in businesses, in schools, and even at the ballot box. This was a personal affront to Booth, who imagined the hideous specter of a rising of four million dark-skinned enemies. The nightmare of angry ex-slaves attacking their former masters animated popular fears, even among those who did not necessarily defend slavery.


Booth was jolted by those fears; they contributed to a condition of perpetual agitation that his friends observed in him during the last months of the Civil War. He seemed often on edge, prone to violent rants and apocalyptic harangues. He became increasingly maudlin, sometimes morose. Booth envisioned a massive riot of former slaves, turning the tables of power in American society, triggered by a bloodthirsty president—a deranged, uneducated, backwoods Caesar who did not understand the true white male roots of democracy.


Booth was one of millions of Americans—from the South and North—who commonly spoke of Lincoln in violent terms. The language of war had seeped into all parts of society, and it divided families and neighbors far away from the battlefields. Hatred of secession defined the Republican Party; fear of Lincoln and a rising of freed slaves characterized Democrats, especially after the muskets around Richmond, the Confederate capital, went silent.


How would the “great emancipator” punish the suffering Southern people now that he had won the war? Booth expected the worst.


In the days between the surrender of Confederate general Robert E. Lee on April 9, 1865, and Booth’s firing of his derringer pistol at Ford’s Theatre six days later, Lincoln provoked the actor’s worst nightmares. Freedom for former slaves, as promised by Union leaders, meant loss and indignity for Booth and others. Speaking to a rain-drenched crowd on April 11 from a second-floor window of the Executive Mansion, the president suggested giving the “colored man” the “elective franchise.” “I would myself prefer,” Lincoln announced, that voting rights “were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who serve our cause as soldiers.”3


The president was careful and still limited in his suggestion. He did not advocate voting rights for all former slaves, only those who had proven themselves through education or military service. Lincoln’s vision was pragmatic, connected to political reform and readmission to the Union for former Confederate states. He emphasized reconciliation.


Lincoln had crossed the color line that protected privileged white men from competition by anyone else. Lincoln’s audience was grateful for the end of war but anxious—and frightened—about what would come next. Some, like Booth, were enraged. “That means nigger citizenship!” he exclaimed to his coconspirator David Herold. The next day, Booth went further: “We are all slaves now.” He condemned Lincoln’s words and what he had witnessed in the nation’s capital: African American enlistees in the U.S. Army, guarding white prisoners.
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Abraham Lincoln in 1865. His worn and tired face shows how the Civil War had taxed his body. He was only fifty-six but looked much older. Credit: Alexander Gardner








The former slaves had risen, and the traditional white Americans with whom Booth identified had fallen fast. “If a man were to go out and insult a nigger now,” he lamented, “he would be knocked down by the nigger, and nothing would be done to the nigger.” Even partial racial justice meant an end to what Booth recalled as the old days of white male privilege. “Great God!” he exclaimed: “I have no longer a country! This is the end of constitutional liberty in America.”4


Booth was not sure he, or anyone else, could reverse the course of events, but he believed he had to try. In his mind, he was a Shakespearean hero trapped in a violent tragedy; redemption only came from killing the man responsible for a train of misdeeds. He mixed revenge with self-righteousness. “Somebody ought to kill the old scoundrel,” Booth postured as he also contended that he and his coconspirators were “men who love their country better than gold or life.”5


He left a testimonial, designed to outlive him and influence those who followed. “I have ever held the South were right,” he explained. “The very nomination of Abraham Lincoln, four years ago, spoke plainly, war—war upon Southern rights and institutions. His election proved it.”


Lincoln used the power of the Union to crush the inherited institution of slavery and impose foreign rules on the South, according to Booth’s analysis. The president violated the Constitution. He substituted his military might for the rights of the people. His actions led to what Booth called a “total annihilation” of slavery and democracy alike. Slavery made the Southern white population free, and Lincoln abolished both in the assassin’s retelling.


With theatrical flourish, Booth declared: “I love justice more than I do a country that disowns it; more than fame and wealth; more (Heaven pardon me if wrong,) more than a happy home.” And then he turned, ominously, to religious fatalism: “For four years have I waited, hoped and prayed for the dark clouds to break, and for a restoration of our former sunshine. To wait longer would be a crime. All hope for peace is dead. My prayers have proved as idle as my hopes. God’s will be done. I go to see and share the bitter end.”6


On Good Friday, April 14, 1865, Booth brought on the bitter end—for him and for Lincoln. Months earlier, Booth had plotted to kidnap the president and other members of his administration. When he shifted to an assassination plot at the time of Lee’s surrender, it happened fast, and it seemed so easy in retrospect. No one had ever assassinated an American president before, and few had even tried. Presidents, including Lincoln, had very little protection during the nineteenth century. They were elected by the people. Why would they need protection from their voters?


Booth did not come to his idea of assassinating Lincoln from common conversation, even among Confederate sympathizers. And he was not mentally ill. Booth was reenacting the historical role of the assassin as slayer of tyrants, often glorified on the stage. The assassins remembered by playwrights were prophetic defenders of democracy against monstrous usurpers.


Few nineteenth-century Americans perceived presidents in these terms before the Civil War, in part because earlier presidents had limited influence over daily lives. Presidents were distant from most citizens, unseen and unheard. Why would anyone bother to assassinate a politician with such pitiful powers? Presidential opponents more often ignored the man and the office.


Lincoln changed that. He expanded the capabilities of the president enormously by leading the Union in the Civil War, emancipating slaves, and pushing federal influence across the growing country. Freeing slaves meant removing the claimed property of slaveholders, taking away their forced labor, and creating new citizens in their communities with new rights. Lincoln also promoted homesteading, railroad construction, and higher education as no president had before. He empowered thousands of immigrants and poor whites, as well as former slaves. Lincoln turned George Washington’s distant and dispassionate presidency into a commanding office that transformed cities, towns, and rural areas. The president mattered more than ever for ordinary citizens.7


A more powerful presidency inspired more violent forms of resistance. Booth was ahead of his time in understanding how assassinations—of presidents and other figures—would become part of the political struggles over democracy. Assassins were mostly absent from antebellum society; they became a major presence in post–Civil War America. Previous republics, including ancient Rome and the Italian city-states of the Renaissance, experienced frequent assassinations of popular leaders who appeared to violate long-accepted limits on their power. From Machiavelli to John Locke, Western political theory probed the legitimate uses of political violence to defend the freedoms of citizens against demagogues and tyrants. Rulers had to show restraint, or they would lose their lives. Political violence was part of the historical process surrounding democracy—deployed by leaders and those who resisted them. The framers of the U.S. Constitution knew this history well, and it is one of many reasons they wanted a small and nonthreatening presidency.


Despite all his self-taught wisdom, Lincoln did not appreciate this history or how the growth of the presidency would transform political violence in the United States. Lincoln had confronted personal threats to his safety, as early as his train ride while president-elect from his home in Springfield, Illinois, to Washington, DC, in February 1861. Following repeated warnings four years later, he still did not take the threats very seriously. He was not heavily guarded when he traveled, nor when he entertained visitors in the Executive Mansion.


Lincoln understood that people often tried to kill tyrants, but he did not believe the same violence would be directed toward democratically elected leaders. Since Lincoln was the latter, he did not expect political opposition would bring the violence of the battlefields to the nation’s capital. He was a leader who had experienced death all around him, and he had many dark forebodings, but he failed to appreciate how the defense of democracy, as perceived by Booth and millions of others, could motivate men to kill the elected leader of what was the world’s largest democracy. The Civil War empowered the democratic claims of both the president and those who demanded his death.


Booth and Lincoln shared something else: They loved the theater. Worn out from four years of war, and countless nights following events in the Telegraph Office of the War Department, the president was eager to attend a performance of the lighthearted comedy Our American Cousin. After premiering in New York before the war, it was restaged at Ford’s Theatre, a short carriage ride from the Executive Mansion. Booth, who knew the theater well, planned for Lincoln’s visit.


The main character in Our American Cousin is Asa Trenchard, a naive American farmer from Vermont who inherits a grand English estate. The comedy revolves around his ill-prepared visit to his sophisticated yet empty-headed relatives across the Atlantic. American audiences loved Trenchard and his younger cousin Florence because they were honest and free of pretensions (and also very patriotic), while their English counterparts were corrupt and outdated. The characters humorously talk past one another throughout the play, and although the English sophisticates seek to manipulate their bumbling American cousin, Trenchard outsmarts them in the end, of course. He also finds love and reverses a long-standing crime.8


Harry Hawk, the twenty-seven-year-old actor playing Trenchard, remembered that on the evening of April 14, “the play was going off so well.” The audience, including the Lincolns, was in a very festive mood, with continuous laughter “from the time the curtain went up until it fell.” Hawk remembered that Mrs. Lincoln, despite her dour reputation, showed many signs of happiness. “She was laughing at my speech when the shot was fired.”9


Booth had quietly entered the president’s box at Ford’s Theatre during act 3. He stood behind Lincoln, awaiting what he knew would be a high point for laughter after one of Trenchard’s funniest lines. As the audience laughed, Booth fired into the president’s skull, behind his left ear. When he shot, Booth shouted, “Freedom!” echoing the Shakespearean assassins of Caesar.


He then stabbed Major Henry Rathbone, who had accompanied the Lincolns to the play. Booth jumped from the box to the stage, a twelve-foot fall that he had practiced. During his jump, he shouted, “Sic semper tyrannis!”—“Thus always to tyrants.”


Booth caught his spur in the flag draping the presidential box, causing him to land awkwardly, breaking his leg. For some in the audience, this all seemed like a surprising addition to the evening’s entertainment. Most attendees remained still in their seats, shocked and bewildered by the unexpected theatrics.


Before escaping, Booth had a message to convey from center stage, with his customary self-importance. Holding the dagger dripping Rathbone’s blood above his head, Booth looked into the eyes of the 1,700 shocked men and women before him. He delivered his line: “The South is avenged.”


And then he staggered out the side stage door, stabbing the orchestra leader along the way. He jumped on his horse and rode off into the night.10
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Depiction of Lincoln’s assassination, published soon after the horrible event. Booth is shown firing point-blank into the head of the president, who is unprepared and unprotected. Lincoln clutches the American flag. To his right are his wife, Mary Todd Lincoln, socialite Clara Harris, and Major Henry Rathbone. Rathbone did not try to stop Booth from shooting, as shown here. He did not see the assassin approach and reacted only after the fatal shot was fired. Credit: Currier and Ives







The shock of Booth’s actions gave way to a frenzy of activity in Ford’s Theatre. At least three doctors pushed their way to the president’s comatose body. A group of soldiers carefully carried the body across the street to the row house built by William Petersen, a local tailor from Germany. The soldiers laid Lincoln’s long, limp body diagonally across a bed in the first-floor bedroom. More physicians arrived, filling the cramped building with what became a crowd of medical personnel and other government officials, many of whom had treated countless savage gunshot wounds during the war.


Despite their best efforts, the doctors quickly concluded that Lincoln would not survive. The president’s brain continued to hemorrhage. His breathing was calm, but he was nonresponsive. Lincoln held on until early Saturday morning, April 15. He died at 7:22 a.m. Three hours later, Salmon Chase, chief justice of the Supreme Court, administered the oath of office to the new president, Andrew Johnson, in his residence just a block away. He was the first vice president to replace a slain commander in chief. The Civil War had claimed its greatest victim.


More death would follow. Booth’s coconspirators failed to assassinate Vice President Johnson and Secretary of State William Seward, as planned. Booth fled to Maryland, where he connected with his friend and coconspirator David Herold, who had participated in the failed effort to kill Seward. The fugitives traveled twenty miles on horseback to the home of rural doctor and acquaintance Samuel Mudd. They spent the night in his home, where Mudd set Booth’s broken leg and provided him with crutches. Booth and Herold then traveled farther south, eventually making their way into Virginia, the heart of the defeated Confederacy.


The manhunt for the assassins, led by the Sixteenth New York Volunteer Cavalry, lasted twelve long days. In the early dark hours of April 26, after 2:00 a.m., Union soldiers cornered Booth and Herold in a barn on a farmstead near the small town of Port Royal, Virginia. “We are guilty of no crime!” Booth shouted to the soldiers surrounding him. “If I have done anything, I did it for the good of my country. At least I fancied so.”


“You have spoiled my plans,” Booth continued. “I was going to Mexico to make my fortune.” Booth would not be the last stubborn defender of the Confederacy to seek escape south of the border.11


Herold surrendered. Booth refused. The twenty-nine soldiers surrounding the barn lit it on fire to flush out the assassin. Booth still refused to surrender, and he raised his weapons to shoot his captors as his own body was engulfed by flames. Sergeant Boston Corbett, a thirty-three-year-old soldier who had survived five months as a prisoner of war in the Confederacy’s infamous Andersonville prison, shot a defiant Booth in the neck. The soldiers wanted to take the fugitive alive, but they feared for their own lives.


After Corbett fired, Booth fell to the ground. The neck wound left him paralyzed throughout most of his body. He could breathe only with great effort. He managed one final statement, a last testament: “I die for my country. I did what I thought was best.”12


The remorseless assassin stopped breathing before 7:00 a.m. Union soldiers returned his body to the nation’s capital, where he was identified and given an undignified burial in the old prison attached to the Washington Arsenal. The other conspirators, including Herold, were later tried and hanged in the same location. These were military tribunals and executions, for a country still at war.


Lincoln’s assassination was the opening to the second phase of the Civil War—the longer, more difficult, and less predictable struggle over conflicting conceptions of democracy. Before his death, Lincoln promoted a more inclusive, but still unequal vision of political participation, with some African American voters. The Republican Party called this expansive concept of democracy “free labor”—freedom to work for pay, to own land, and to participate in political decision-making for most American males. Women remained largely excluded.


Booth stood firmly against free labor. His view exemplified the resistance of millions of Americans who still raised their weapons to keep American democracy white. The Democratic Party, the party of Booth, defined its vision of democracy around “local control,” later “home rule” and “states’ rights.” These phrases emphasized freedom for communities to define their own rules of conduct, to protect inherited property, and to preserve power for those who had long held it. The end of slavery was the end of one peculiar institution, as Southerners later called it, but Democrats clung to the folkways and habits that had surrounded its existence for more than two centuries. That was what democracy meant to Booth and much of his audience in April 1865.


The question was not whether democracy, but what kind? The debate remained violent as it bled back into farm towns and cities—including theaters—far from the battlefields with famous names.
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CHAPTER 2



Martyrs


Funerals are battlefields of a different kind. Remembering the dead presents an opportunity to promote the cause for which they died.


Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address mastered the funeral battlefield. It quickly became the most famous and enduring eulogy in modern history. The president had spoken on November 19, 1863, to a crowd assembled on the grounds of one of the bloodiest battles of the Civil War. The fields were filled with bones and other human remains; the stench of death was still in the air. Lincoln memorialized more than 3,500 fallen Union soldiers on that late autumn day.


“We have come,” Lincoln explained, “to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting-place for those who here gave their lives that that nation might live.” The soldiers had turned back a Confederate force invading Union territory, a force aiming to sack the nation’s capital and capture the president. In his address, Lincoln invoked the Union soldiers’ valor to inspire greater dedication from those still living “to the great task remaining before us”:


that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion—that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain, that this nation under God shall have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the people, for the people shall not perish from the earth.


The remembrance of the soldiers’ sacrifices boosted the cause for which they had fought. Their deaths were justified by the continued pursuit of something greater than their lives. And their memory, thanks to Lincoln’s soaring words, was now bound to the creation of an expanded, more inclusive democracy.


The funeral at Gettysburg transformed mass death into collective resurrection. Lincoln called it a “new birth”—a renewal of flagging Republican ideals, bloodied but pure, free from compromise and half measures that characterized standard political rhetoric. Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address memorialized recent death to motivate expanded action.


For generations, Lincoln’s 271 words were widely read and spoken because they turned soldiers into martyrs. The president’s advocacy of a stronger, more inclusive democracy for more people passed from one generation to the next, a family heirloom and an article of faith that defined Republican Party politics for the next half century. Republicans, including millions of freed slaves, waved the bloody shirt of the sacrifices in the war to demand payment on the promise of democratic participation in the Union, for which their fathers had fought and died. Lincoln used death to demand freedom for generations of different citizens.


The president’s assassination deepened the memory of Gettysburg, attaching an indelible image to the inspiring words of his address. Undertakers worked feverishly to prepare Lincoln’s damaged body for public display. On April 18, 1865, three days after the president’s death, thousands of citizens lined up early in the morning to pay their respects, visiting the embalmed body in the East Room of the Executive Mansion.


The crowd was large and diverse—the largest to visit the president’s home since Andrew Jackson’s time in office thirty years earlier. Unlike in Jackson’s era, the visitors after Lincoln’s assassination included thousands of freed slaves and other African Americans, who, according to some estimates were more than half the crowd. Union veterans, widows, and children also visited in large number.


People came from near and far over the course of the long day. As the number of visitors continued to swell, officials hurried emotional people past the body. The air in the East Room was dense from the heavy breathing and tears of many onlookers. Some visitors cried out in pain. Numerous men and women wept as they passed the body.


Ushers struggled to silently control the distraught crowd. Many onlookers wanted to linger and pray. Lincoln’s body, limp and discolored, was venerated like that of a saint. By some.


The reverence for the slain president grew in coming days. On April 19, a horse-drawn hearse carried Lincoln’s body to the Capitol, where it lay in state in the Rotunda, under the nearly finished dome. The funeral procession imitated George Washington’s, sixty-five years earlier. A riderless horse, symbolizing the missing leader, followed the hearse. Thousands lined the streets, and the presence of African American soldiers was overwhelming. This might have been the largest multiracial crowd ever assembled, to that time, in the nation’s capital or any other American city. Booth’s nightmare of mass race mixing had ironically come to fruition because of his violent act.


The mourning on April 19 extended far beyond Washington, DC. Cities and towns throughout the North and the West held public, multiracial processions to remember Lincoln. Even occupied Southern areas witnessed gatherings of white and Black Union soldiers to honor their late commander in chief. Shared grief united citizens, shocked by the assassination and shaken by the loss of their leader. Even those Union supporters who did not revere Lincoln before had trouble resisting the urge to glorify him in death.


“O Captain! my Captain!” wrote the poet Walt Whitman, describing how the martyred president’s demise cast a long shadow across the nation.


Confederate general Robert E. Lee’s surrender and Lincoln’s assassination, within days of each other, opened new uncertainties about the future of the country. As in any other period of prolonged and repeated suffering, citizens felt a disorienting mix of dread and anxiety, as well as relief and hope. What was happening, and what would it mean? Millions of Americans held tight to Lincoln’s paternal, religious image (“Father Abraham”) as an anchor of stability.


Whitman closed his poem with Lincoln’s body symbolizing both the hope and dread of the moment:


Exult O shores, and ring O bells!


But I with mournful tread,


Walk the deck my Captain lies,


Fallen cold and dead.1


Confederate critics were moved by Lincoln’s death, but in a different way. They did not share the same grief as Whitman in Lincoln’s departure. He was their enemy, not their captain. He was not their president; that was Jefferson Davis. If Lincoln symbolized lost innocence and renewed promise for his followers, he embodied abolitionist degeneracy and Yankee tyranny for his adversaries. His assassination did not temper bitter and vindictive feelings. “Lincoln was a man of low, vulgar instincts,” the Texas Republican reminded its large reading audience shortly after his funeral.2


The Union’s displays of fealty to Lincoln only reinforced the revulsion toward his image in the South. If anything, the public outpouring for the president in the North made him and his followers more threatening to Confederate critics. The Texas Republican condemned Lincoln’s supporters for “exulting over the supposed prostrate condition of the South.” The crowds mourning the president appeared dangerously poised to punish the region his assassin defended.3


Lincoln’s inclusive democratic vision seemed more popular, and threatening, to opponents than ever. Expressions of sympathy for Lincoln, therefore, became highly dangerous political acts in the former Confederacy. One newspaper in the capital of South Carolina, burned during Union occupation, warned that Lincoln’s death could create a “pretext,” “eagerly seized upon by thousands at the North, to whom the sudden suspension of hostilities is a serious loss.”


Speculators will be glad to renew their games, practicing with their own wits upon the fluctuating moods of the country; soldiers will be glad of the pretext for rifling defenceless towns and villages; and thousands of jackals, in the wake of the tiger, will rush along our highways, gleaning whatever shall remain in the stores of the miserable population.4


One week after Lincoln’s fateful visit to Ford’s Theatre, his embalmed and much-viewed body boarded a special nine-car train waiting at the New Jersey Avenue Station in the northwest corner of the nation’s capital. Four years earlier, Lincoln had first arrived there, lightly guarded, for his inauguration. Now he began his final journey home from the same spot, with a much larger crowd of spectators and a full train of three hundred dignitaries.


Lincoln’s departure was particularly sad. He was murdered in his moment of long-suffering triumph. He died without an opportunity to leave a final testament or say his goodbyes. And he died heartbroken. The body of his eleven-year-old son, Willie, who died in early 1862 from typhoid fever, accompanied his father’s corpse on the funeral train. At the time of his assassination, the president and his wife had still not recovered from the blow of losing Willie.


The presence of the two bodies together, father and son, conveyed the suffering of the family—like thousands of other families—during the Civil War. The president had given so much personally for something much larger than himself. The Lincoln family pain on display to the nation was a pain many others felt.


Elizabeth Keckley, who remembered her suffering as a slave in Virginia before becoming a free woman in the Lincoln household, captured the sentiments of many former slaves: “No common mortal had died. The Moses of my people had fallen.”5


The shared sacrifice and pain made Lincoln’s remembered words personal, even religious, for those now mourning his death. His beautiful turns of phrase became literal as the weeping citizens observed the bodies: “Let us strive on to finish the work we are in, to bind up the nation’s wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his widow and his orphan.”


The message of Lincoln’s death to Union supporters was clear. There could be no “just and lasting peace,” as the president had promised, without continued commitment to the cause: what Lincoln had called “firmness in the right as God gives us to see the right.”6


Sadness, pain, and faith followed the funeral train across nearly seventeen hundred miles of track, zigzagging from the nation’s capital to the Lincoln family’s final burial place in Springfield, Illinois. The cars moved slowly along the rails, often only five miles per hour. Crowds of men, women, and children from all races and backgrounds lined the route—some waiting in the rain and cold for hours to catch a last glimpse of the president. They removed their hats, they knelt, and they most often wept, even as the train traveled past them.


When the train stopped in cities and towns, an escort of military veterans would remove the president’s body from its carriage and take it to a location where local residents could view it up close. The crowds were so large that they frequently became disorderly, with men and women pushing and shoving to see the corpse. Citizens felt more connected to their leader than ever before, and they wanted to feel that connection as near as possible. To be “there” was to enact the larger mission of Union and emancipation that defined Lincoln.


Mourning was a mobilization of men and women, a continuation of the conscription for war. More than twenty million people attended events honoring Lincoln, millions more witnessed his last train ride. The commemoration of his life constituted the largest funeral in American history to that time. In a world without radio, television, or social media, the simultaneity of the experience for so many was unprecedented.


People remembered and told their children where they were when they learned of Lincoln’s assassination and witnessed his funeral. And like the Pearl Harbor bombing three generations later, Lincoln’s death stiffened public resolve to punish the wrongdoers and promote the very policies that they attacked. Charles Niles, a soldier escorting Lincoln’s funeral procession, spoke for countless others when he wrote to his father that he felt his hatred for the Confederates “added to tenfold.”7


Surveying the sentiment among mourners from the far west, one California newspaper reported: “The universal feeling seems to be to mete out the sternest justice to all sympathizers with the rebellion.” Another newspaper went further: “No words at our command can express our abhorrence of the damning act of his assassination.”
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The crowded procession of New Yorkers who came out to pay their respects to Abraham Lincoln after his assassination. The open second-floor window in the last building on the left shows six-year-old Theodore Roosevelt and his brother, Elliott, watching the procession. Theodore never forgot this moment of sadness and inspiration.








The contempt of the civilized world, as well as the righteous judgments of both human and divine governments, will follow the instruments—direct and remote—of the foul deed, and well may they cry unto the rocks and mountains to fall upon them and hide them from the swift coming wrath which is their just due. To Abraham Lincoln no harm was done—a martyr’s crown but added glory to his other rewards. The tears of the millions who have wept over the grave of this Father of his country are the best eulogy of his excellence and worth.8


The meaning of the cause differed among the diverse population of mourners. African Americans and the more radical members of the Republican Party pursued Lincoln’s promises to promote freed slaves’ right to vote and other forms of full participation. Suffragists demanded that white women now get the same rights as freed slaves. Skeptics, who had long criticized Lincoln but now mourned him, hoped for a rapid return to stability with minimal disruptions.


The vast majority of Lincoln’s mourners did not support the most radical calls for equality but sought some uncertain mix of expanded democracy and stability. The president had famously balanced these two goals in his cautious, gradual pursuit of emancipation, emphasizing Union above all. His tragic death deepened the urgency of debates about his true legacy, motivating millions of citizens to carry on what they saw as his work. The mourners were a new and larger army of soldiers, following the trails Lincoln left behind.


The collective memory of Lincoln became the foundation for constructing a more inclusive post-slavery democracy across the continent. The three constitutional amendments ratified after his death—ending slavery (1865), affirming equal protection under the law (1868), and prohibiting racial restrictions on voting (1870)—were relics of Lincoln’s life imprinted by his followers on the American founding document. Confederate states and new states had to pledge loyalty to these manifestations of Lincoln’s memory before they joined (or rejoined) the Union.


Those looking for an antithesis of Lincoln did not alight on Jefferson Davis or Robert E. Lee, commanders of Confederate forces in the Civil War, but on John Wilkes Booth. There were no statues built for Davis or Lee in 1865. Confederate resistance embraced the image of Lincoln’s assassin.


A villain in the North, he was treated sympathetically by Southern writers. “There is no reason to believe,” the Texas Republican explained, “that Booth in killing Lincoln was actuated by malice or vulgar ambition.” Newspaper coverage of the assassination described the famous actor as a humble, God-fearing man, devoted to those who suffered from Northern aggression. He acted in selfless ways to free people, and he modeled honor, faith, and tradition, in this widely repeated account.9


Booth was, of course, famous before his final night at Ford’s Theatre, but the reports of his deed generally failed to mention that. In his death, Confederates remade Booth into someone new. They defined him by his last act and the purposes they wanted to see in it. Booth became a Confederate martyr unrecognizable to those who knew Booth the stage actor.


In memory, Booth was treated as a faceless everyman, a representative for the suffering white citizens of the Confederacy. Booth mirrored the sacrifice of those who lost so much in the war. He symbolized for thousands of demoralized men and women how they could still fight back with hope and God on their side. His martyrdom was made prophetic, a foil to Lincoln’s.


Booth allegedly acted for higher forces. “God Almighty ordered this event or it could never have taken place,” the Houston Telegraph proclaimed. The newspaper warned against wanton violence, but it refused to criticize Booth. It valorized his act because, in the newspaper’s view, it brought justice: In Lincoln’s death “the finger of God’s providence is manifest.” The assassin “freed us from the threatened yoke of a tyrant. We look upon him as God’s instrument, and as such have him with his maker, praying for infinite mercy to succor him in his hour of need.”10


This became a common account of the assassination. Booth was a Christian soldier performing his highest duty. His murder of the president replayed the biblical parable of the young, innocent David slaying the mighty Goliath: “He slew him as a tyrant, and the enemy of his country.” The Texas Republican wrote: “We honor the deed. Would that we could impress the sentiment upon the heart of every man North and South, that resistance to tyrants is obedience to God; that we could place in Southern man’s hand a dagger, with the resolute, virtuous purpose to use it against tyrants, whenever the opportunity offered.” In this telling, Booth had righteousness and democracy on his side. He would be a traitor to his cause and his people if he did not act.11


The popular Southern depiction of Booth would rationalize bringing violence into civilian areas—including theaters, schools, and voting places—where Booth’s followers could continue their fight. Booth had fired a shot that replayed the long-told rising of the righteous against more powerful tyrants. This self-serving narrative, whether accurate or not, offered former Confederates proof that resistance was possible.


Booth also enacted the Confederate urge for revenge. More than a quarter of a million Southern white men had died on battlefields and from war-related disease. Hundreds of thousands of Southerners fled their homes, starved, and lost their property, including their slaves. They were deeply disoriented and profoundly humiliated. Countless families struggled to survive, let alone restore their prior prosperity or anything close. Men and women throughout the region felt beaten down, and they had severely wounded pride. Southern swagger and independence had given way; the region was on its knees, occupied, and indignant.


Booth’s murder of Lincoln was a vengeful strike back, a solid blow of revenge. It brought the powerful man down, and it gave the suffering victims power of their own. Booth’s act was personal violence as collective, regional therapy.


Southern newspapers carried this vengeful theme forward as they described why Lincoln and his supporters deserved death, why they had it coming to them. “Mr. Lincoln and Mr. Seward had by their malignity,” one newspaper explained, “created only feelings of detestation and horror for them in the minds of our people.” They had provoked this violence by invading the Confederacy and disrupting lives. Union leaders were responsible for the violence, including the assassination, according to this argument. Booth was the victim, not the villain.12


Lincoln became a monster in this telling, an Antichrist who had corrupted the nation. The Texas Republican reported: “For upwards of four years this man, remarkable for his iron will and malice, had carried on a war against these States, without a parallel in modern history for its atrocity and barbarism, with the declared purpose of subjugation or extermination.”


To hammer home Lincoln’s alleged degeneracy and enrage Southern readers, the Texas Republican claimed (without evidence) that the president was celebrating their suffering when he visited Ford’s Theatre. He relished the destruction and danced on their graves, according to this account. And Lincoln’s alleged braggadocio brought on his assassination. It was his comeuppance. “At the very time when in his heart he was exulting over the supposed prostrate condition of the South,” the Texas Republican recounted, “he fell by the hand of one of his own people.”


Making the case for divine retribution in Lincoln’s assassination, the newspaper turned the biblical references of his Second Inaugural Address against the slain president: “How prophetically the lines, which he applied to the South, refer to himself: ‘it must needs be that offences come, but woe to that man by whom the offence cometh.’”13


For the millions of Confederates who had spent the last four years hearing horrifying (and untrue) tales about Lincoln’s hate for white civilization and his bloodthirsty intentions, the newspaper accounts of his death must have felt good—they were certainly popular, reprinted across the region, and eagerly read.


Booth was less prophet than avenger. His steadfast determination to punish Lincoln was evidence of his integrity and loyalty. Newspapers extolled these qualities and took them as touchstones for wider reactions to the Union occupation. Instead of giving in, white Southerners had to continue to resist, stand tall, and defend what was theirs. This was not a call for open rebellion but continued vigilance and determination against Northern intrusions. Booth’s martyrdom gave readers a reason to believe that they could resist and even make the Northerners pay a high price for their crimes.


Inspired by Booth, the Columbia Daily Phoenix encouraged readers to “subside quietly from view—to avoid the highway and the thoroughfare; avoid all discussion, whether of past or future; submit to the inexorable fate which seems to have the sanction of the Most High God.” This meant refraining from open conflict with Union forces but also foot-dragging and, when possible, strong reaction. Southern readers were told to lie in wait and then act forcefully when opportunities presented themselves.14


Southerners had learned that they could not defeat Union forces, any more than Booth could reverse the armistice at Appomattox. But they could use their resistance to raise the costs of Union efforts and bolster the defense of their local power. Pushing back as individual citizens would disrupt federal organization and leadership, especially in hostile Confederate territories.


Like other martyrs, Booth had shown that the defeated still had power. He gave Confederate supporters a reason to continue the fight by other means. His actions rejected submission, proposing renewed pride and control through continued violence. The suffering of the South at the end of the Civil War would provide motivation and means for resistance in new ways. The Chattanooga Daily Rebel told readers: “Our poverty is now our protection.”15


Those words echoed Booth’s militant defiance. Battlefield losses would inspire stronger self-protection closer to home. The former slave states were still stubbornly separate from the rest of the country, and many residents wanted them to stay that way. Booth was the martyr to that separation—the lodestar for demoralized Southern whites who refused to give up. Revering him, Southern whites affirmed their control over their destinies—their democracy, as they defined it.


Secretary of War Edwin Stanton understood the power of martyrdom. He was by the side of the president’s body at death, and he managed the manhunt for his assassin. Stanton famously announced Lincoln’s martyrdom—“Now he belongs to the ages”—while at the same time attempting to deny Booth’s.16


He refused requests for the body from the assassin’s family. “It would be a source of irritation to the loyal people of the country,” Stanton predicted, “if his body was permitted to be made the instrument of rejoicing at the sacrifice of Mr. Lincoln.”17


Instead of returning to his family, Booth’s body was buried unceremoniously and secretly in the Washington Arsenal. Stanton kept the key to the locked room above Booth’s grave. The secretary of war recognized how dangerously attractive Booth’s body could become as a shrine for Confederate sympathizers.


Southern defenses of the assassin foiled Stanton’s efforts to silence his legacy. In the years after Booth’s death, his body drew increased attention. During the fall of 1867, the War Department, still under Stanton’s leadership, exhumed the remains of Booth and the other conspirators to clear space for renovations of the Washington Arsenal. A trench in a nearby warehouse secretly became the new burial place for Booth. His family, particularly his elder brother Edwin, continued to demand the body. Stanton still refused.


Stanton was the Lincoln cabinet official most determined to erase Booth’s influence over Southern minds. His efforts reached an abrupt end in May 1868 when, following the impeachment and failed conviction of President Andrew Johnson in the Senate, Stanton was forced to leave office. Early the next year, Johnson consented to return Booth’s body to his family.


In February 1869, representatives of the Booth family retrieved the body from the trench near the Washington Arsenal and transported it by train to Baltimore. Already, the decaying corpse attracted attention from crowds as it was moved. The Baltimore Sun reported: “Many persons saw the remains. Some with a fondness for souvenirs tore off pieces of the blanket [draping the body] and secured locks of hair.”18


Relics from Booth’s cadaver became touchstones for Confederate loyalty and yet another condemnation of Lincoln and his followers. As Stanton predicted, connecting to Booth as a holy ghost was a way of rejoicing in his act and pledging loyalty to his cause. Confederates could now see (and sometimes touch) their martyr.


On June 26, 1869, Booth was buried in Baltimore’s fancy and frequently visited Green Mount Cemetery. The rarefied grounds were modeled on Boston’s Mount Auburn Cemetery, home to some of the nation’s founders. Booth was laid to rest with a formal ceremony, and a distinguished memorial site, shared with his family. Tombstones for local dignitaries and Confederate soldiers surrounded his now public grave.


Immediately, the grave became a pilgrimage site. In the first year after Booth’s burial, the Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser reported that his grave received more decorations than any other—“a pyramid of flowers.” The bright bouquets and other tokens of appreciation came from strangers. They were placed “to do honor to the Southern soldiers, and if the richness and profusion of the emblems is to be taken as the measure of affection in which the deceased soldier is held, John Wilkes Booth is the greatest hero of them all.”
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The majestic grave site for John Wilkes Booth and other family members in Baltimore became a place of pilgrimage for his continuing supporters. Booth’s grave was regularly decorated with flowers, and a local newspaper called him “the greatest hero of them all.” Credit: James G. Howes, 2008








Of course, Booth was never a soldier, but he became a heroic warrior in his public burial. Thousands of citizens would visit his memorial, pay tribute, and pledge devotion to his fight against Yankee law. In nostalgic prose, the Baltimore American and Commercial Advertiser described the “inspiration” gained from the “sacred graves” of Booth and other dead Confederates buried by his side:


It is a blessed privilege each returning year to be permitted to make them beautiful with flowers. It will keep alive the recollection of the heroism and truth and honor; and although the cause for which these men died is lost, yet that cannot detract from their noble devotion to what they believed to be right.… They died heroes and martyrs.19


The Civil War produced conflicting martyrs for a country that remained deeply divided. Their images would shadow the continuing debates about democracy in the United States. And their examples would inspire many imitators, including a group of men who left the country to continue their fight for the Confederate cause.
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