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    “Assassination is not an American practice or habit, and one so vicious and so 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.”




    —William Seward, 1862
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    Chapter 1




    ANDREW JACKSON




    January 30, 1835




    A cold, damp January morning in 1835: Andrew Jackson exits the Capitol building where he has just attended a funeral service for a congressman.
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  Leaning on his cane and on Treasury Secretary Levi Woodbury for support, the sixty-seven-year-old president approaches the Capitol steps, unaware of the lurking danger just behind the next pillar.
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  Suddenly, a flamboyantly dressed man emerges in front of the president with a pistol aimed directly at Jackson’s chest. Standing only six feet away from his target, he pulls the trigger and a loud bang is heard.
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  Jackson is momentarily stunned, but unhurt.
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  Realizing it was a misfire, the man quickly discards the pistol and produces a second pistol from his coat. He takes aim at the president again and pulls the trigger.
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  Another loud bang, but the second pistol also misfires. By this time, Jackson has become outraged and charges at the assassin with his cane.
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  Several others assist in subduing the attacker, including Congressman Davy Crockett.
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  Richard Lawrence thus stepped into history as the first person to attempt to assassinate a US president.




  





  





  [image: image]




  Born in England, Lawrence came to the United States with his family at age twelve, and settled in Washington, DC. He was described as a mildmannered, well-behaved boy.
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  He worked as a house painter until his early thirties, when those who knew him say his personality underwent a radical transformation.
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  Quitting his job, Lawrence grew a mustache and began purchasing extravagant outfits that he would silently model in his doorway for passersby, sometimes changing outfits three or four times a day.
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  He would also rent pairs of horses and hire a prostitute to accompany him on regal processions through the streets of Washington.
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  Believing himself to be King Richard III of England, he explained to his bewildered sister and her husband that there was no longer any need for him to work, as the US government owed him a vast sum of money.
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  Lawrence saw President Jackson’s opposition to the establishment of a national bank as holding up this payment. In the weeks before his attack, Lawrence was overheard talking to himself in his paint shop, saying, “Damn him, he does not know his enemy; I will put a pistol . . . Erect a gallows . . . Damn General Jackson! Who’s General Jackson?”
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  At his trial, Lawrence was prone to wild rants and refused to recognize the legitimacy of the proceedings, at one point saying solemnly to the courtroom, “It is for me, gentlemen, to pass upon you, and not you upon me.”




  [image: image]




  In the end, the judge, jury, and even his prosecutor, famed composer of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” Francis Scott Key, were convinced that Lawrence could not be held criminally responsible for his crime.
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  He was therefore acquitted but confined until the end of his life to the Government Hospital for the Insane in Washington, DC, now known as St. Elizabeth’s Hospital.
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  Later testing of the pistols used by Lawrence in the attack found them to be in perfect working order, firing successfully and accurately. It has been said that the odds of both pistols misfiring is 125,000 to 1. It is likely the damp weather contributed to their failure.
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  President Jackson was seemingly unperturbed by the attempt on his life and had become accustomed to receiving death threats by mail. One such letter read: “You dam’d old Scoundrel . . . I will cut your throat whilst you are sleeping. I wrote to you repeated Cautions, so look out or damn you I’ll have you burnt at the Stake.”
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  It was signed by the acclaimed Shakespearean actor, Junius Brutus Booth, with the postscript: “You know me! Look out!” Though it was dismissed as a forgery at the time, 175 years later, scholars verified that the letter was indeed penned by the father of John Wilkes Booth.
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    Chapter 2




    ABRAHAM LINCOLN




    August 1864




    After three years of civil war and hundreds of thousands of casualties on both sides, the Union was finally gaining a clear advantage over an increasingly desperate Confederacy.
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  Despite the proximity of Washington, DC, to enemy lines, and the prevalence of Southern sympathizers in the capital, President Abraham Lincoln would, at times, still ride through the city unguarded and alone.
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  On one evening in mid-August of 1864, Lincoln was riding to his family’s summer retreat just outside the city when a rifle shot startled his horse, and Lincoln lost his hat.
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  The president rode the rest of the way at a fast pace, working hard to regain control of his horse, and eventually arriving by the guarded gate.
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  Retracing Lincoln’s route, the guard later found Lincoln’s hat, and, on inspection, discovered a bullet hole through it.
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  When the hat was returned to him, Lincoln asked that the matter not be made public, and added that, “I long ago made up my mind that if anybody wants to kill me, he will do it . . . It seems to me, the man who would succeed me would be just as objectionable to my enemies—if I have any.”
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    Chapter 3




    ABRAHAM LINCOLN




    April 14, 1865




    Son to the most famous Shakespearean actor of his day, young John Wilkes Booth carried on his family’s tradition. Three years into his acting career, at age twenty, he was proclaimed the handsomest actor on the American stage.
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  By 1861, at age twenty-three, Booth was starring in lead roles in theaters in New York, Boston, Chicago, and St. Louis, earning $20,000 a year (equivalent to about $500,000 today), and reviewers considered him the most promising young actor in America.
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  Young women from the North and the South found Booth’s refined charms and dashing good looks irresistible, and he never had trouble finding female companionship.
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  Having grown up in a slaveholding area of Maryland, Booth made no secret of his admiration for the South when it seceded in 1861, and once wrote that he considered slavery “one of the greatest blessings (both for themselves and us) that God ever bestowed upon a favored nation.”




  [image: image]




  He openly stated his contempt for President Lincoln’s appearance and pedigree, as well as his “coarse low jokes and anecdotes, his vulgar smiles and his frivolity.” And he held him personally responsible for a bloody, protracted, and unnecessary war.
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  Booth did not enlist as a soldier, but chose to use his personal wealth and special privilege as an actor to move freely about the country as a way to smuggle badly needed medical supplies to the South.
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  At the same time, Booth also courted Lucy Hale, the daughter of an abolitionist US senator from New Hampshire, and they became secretly engaged to marry.




  [image: image]




  By the time of Lincoln’s reelection in late 1864, the war was going increasingly poorly for the South. Booth turned his attentions away from acting and began recruiting a band of loyal friends to assist in a decisive action he desperately hoped might turn the tide of the war.
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  The plan was to abduct President Lincoln from a theater, knocking him unconscious as the lights were turned out, then spirit away their captive to Virginia, where Lincoln would be held as ransom for the release of thousands of Confederate prisoners of war.
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  Deemed unfeasible, a revised plan was made. On March 17, 1865, Booth learned that the president was to visit wounded soldiers at Campbell Hospital just outside of Washington. Booth and five others made preparations and lay in wait to ambush Lincoln’s carriage en route.
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  Booth’s men overtook the carriage.
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  But upon peering inside, they discovered the president was not on board. Lincoln had changed his plans and was at that moment attending a function at the very hotel in Washington where Booth was staying.
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  Worrying that their botched plan would arouse suspicion, the group fled. After this incident, two of Booth’s conspirators decided they would no longer participate in Booth’s plans.
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  The next few weeks saw the fall of the Confederate capital at Richmond and the surrender of the commander of the Confederate Army, General Robert E. Lee, at the Appomattox Court House in Virginia. The defeat of the South was certain.
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  In Washington the mood became jubilant. On the night of April 11, a crowd of thousands of celebrants converged upon the White House to hear the president make an address.
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