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For Teddy, Ella, and Miles




    
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.

—Abraham Lincoln






INTRODUCTION

Since the dawn of the third millennium, it has become fashionable in the United States to speak of unprecedented levels of political polarization in American public life, even of a “second civil war.” The vitriol, partisan name-calling, and outright hatred strike many as unprecedented.

This is, of course, an illusion.

One of the salutary benefits of studying the U.S. Civil War is that you learn just how divided Americans have been in the past—and how, in many circumstances, they have been forced to live together even when their moral and political beliefs are opposed, as in the case of slavery.

People today often don’t realize just how porous the border was between the United States and the Confederacy during the war. It was not uncommon for former Confederate civilians to move north for jobs and be forced to work side by side with enthusiasts for a war that was literally killing many of their relatives and friends back home. Union soldiers patrolled occupied New Orleans throughout most of the war. People on both sides often had to bite their tongues to avoid needless confrontation.

In addition, thousands of loyal Unionists opposed the Civil War on practical grounds.

Abraham Lincoln is lionized today as one of the greatest presidents in American history. Yet during his own lifetime, he was reviled by millions on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line as a tyrant who ignored the rule of law. When the war began, the Lincoln administration arrested thousands who criticized the government, including editors, judges, and legislators. Lincoln himself suspended the ancient writ of habeas corpus. Many believed he could never be reelected.

As a result, now is a good time to take a second look at the events that led up to Lincoln’s assassination—and at the unhinged political passions that drove a maniacal but beloved actor to take matters into his own hands in an act of vicious terrorism.

Finally, this book is the first in the What Really Happened series.

It, like the series itself, aims to discover what really happened at one of the key events in history. It seeks to separate the myths and urban legends from the bare facts established by historians.

That is not always an easy task to accomplish. In the case of the Lincoln assassination, the story definitely grew in the telling. There are often marked discrepancies between the accounts of eyewitnesses, written in the weeks and months immediately following the assassination, and the lengthy memoirs and theories written twenty, thirty, even forty years later.

We aim to present in this book and others, as clearly as possible and as far as the evidence permits, what really happened without embellishment. History doesn’t need any help from Hollywood. As is said, the truth is usually far more interesting than fiction. In the case of the Lincoln assassination, this is especially true.

I would like to thank a few people who made this book possible. First, I would like to thank the editors at Regnery History, especially Alex Novak, for backing the idea of the What Really Happened series. I would also like to thank my agent, Alex Hoyt, for being my advocate for the past decade. And as always, I would like to thank my wife Glenn and our five children for their patience as I read mountains of books, took trips far from home, and locked myself away in my office for hours on end. I am thankful for their support and encouragement over the years.

Robert J. Hutchinson

Washington, D.C., July 2019






1 SUMMER SUNSHINE


The White House, 7:00 a.m.

At seven o’clock in the morning on Friday, April 14, 1865, Abraham Lincoln swung his long, spindly legs out of the special nine-foot walnut bed where he slept in the second-floor bedroom at the White House.

A light sleeper who often suffered nightmares, he slept in a separate bedroom from Mrs. Lincoln. However, on this day Lincoln could hardly wait to get up. The severe headache he had suffered the night before, which had led him to miss the Grand Illumination celebrations, had vanished.1

It was Good Friday, part of the normally somber Lenten season. Yet the city was in a raucous, jubilant mood. Tens of thousands of revelers had flooded into the capital over the past few days, to celebrate the coming end of the war and to join in parties and special exhibitions throughout the city.

Just five days earlier, on April 9, Confederate general Robert E. Lee had surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia to Union general Ulysses S. Grant following the last major battle of the war, at Appomattox Court House, in Virginia. Although Confederate president Jefferson Davis was still at large, and as many as ninety thousand Confederate troops were still in the field, the war, everyone knew, was effectively over.
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One of the last formal portraits of Abraham Lincoln (1809–1865), taken in February 1865, two months before his death at the age of fifty-six, shows how the burden of his office aged him. Wikimedia Commons



The president’s own son, twenty-two-year-old Robert Lincoln, then serving as a military aide in General Grant’s personal entourage, had been an eyewitness to the surrender. He had just returned home the evening before, on Thursday night, and Lincoln eagerly awaited Robert’s report at breakfast.

At fifty-six, Lincoln looked much older than his years. The war had aged him noticeably, and he knew it. He was once a virtual giant of a man, standing six feet four inches and weighing 180 pounds, with large hands and a grip of steel. Now he was stooped and walked slowly. Lincoln had lost nearly 30 pounds in the past few months. Friends said he looked like a walking skeleton.

Yet this morning, the tall, thin president slipped into his old bathrobe, pulled on his tattered slippers, and shuffled down the hallway to the library with a light heart. This day would be one of the happiest days the president had enjoyed in many years.

As was his habit—and Lincoln was a man of disciplined habits—the president sat down in his favorite chair in the library, and began the day reading a short passage from the Bible. Although never a conventional Christian, Lincoln did believe in God and was a lifelong Bible reader. Just a few days earlier, he had mentioned to his wife a secret desire to visit Palestine and see Jerusalem.

The Bible he read, a small King James edition bound in burgundy red velvet with gilt edges, was given to him at his first inauguration by the clerk of the U.S. Supreme Court, William Thomas Carroll. Later, both Barack Obama and Donald Trump would place their hands upon this Bible when swearing their oaths of office.2

After his morning meditations were completed, Lincoln stood up and walked a few more feet to his office (an area that is now called the Lincoln Bedroom). The president liked to get a little work done before breakfast.

The office was a medium-sized rectangular room with a low ceiling, plush green and gold carpet, and walls covered with purple wallpaper. On one side was a modest fireplace, covered with soot. Next to it stood a small, second-hand desk with a stool where Lincoln worked. A window to the left of the desk overlooked the half-finished Washington Monument, the Potomac River, and encampments of Union soldiers on the Mall. In the center of the office was a large conference table, piled high with books and maps, with chairs encircling it, where Lincoln’s cabinet and two male secretaries spent much of their time.

As Lincoln entered his office, a stack of mail was already waiting for him on his desk. It included a mysterious check made out to him personally in the amount of five hundred dollars from a Philadelphia lawyer named Eli K. Price. Also on his desk was a copy of the New York Tribune with an editorial celebrating the end of the war, declaring, “the road before us smiles with summer sunshine.”3

Lincoln proceeded to write four quick notes. One was to his secretary of state, William Seward, who was recuperating at his nearby home, just off Lafayette Square, having suffered a carriage accident two weeks earlier. As a courtesy, Lincoln informed him that a cabinet meeting would be held that day at eleven o’clock.

He also wrote to General Grant, just arrived in Washington the day before, who had graciously driven Lincoln’s wife, Mary, around the city in his place. Lincoln asked Grant if he would come to the White House at eleven and not at nine o’clock as they had previously agreed upon. The third note was to the commissioner of Indian Affairs about an appointment he wished to delay. These first three notes would be delivered by the White House messengers who worked round the clock.


LINCOLN IN THE MEDIA

“Lincoln is a worse tyrant and more inhuman butcher than has existed since the days of Nero.… The man who votes for Lincoln now is a traitor and murderer… And if he is elected to misgovern for another four years, we trust some bold hand will pierce his heart with dagger point for the public good.”

—Wisconsin newspaper editor Marcus M. Pomeroy4



The final note was to an old friend, General James Van Alen, who had written to Lincoln warning him to be mindful of assassination attempts. The general had been horrified to discover that Lincoln had personally visited the captured Confederate capital of Richmond the week before, where a hidden rebel sniper could have easily picked him off.

In fact, an unidentified rifleman had taken a shot at Lincoln the year before when he was out riding his horse late at night. The bullet took the famous stovepipe hat off Lincoln’s head.

“My dear Sir,” Lincoln wrote back to the general. “I intend to adopt the advice of my friends and use due precaution”—advice that the president did not always follow.

He may have glanced at one of the cubbyholes in his desk, the one that held the more than eighty letters with assassination threats he had received. Lincoln wrote two more brief comments and instructions on letters he had received from congressmen, and then stood up. It was now almost eight o’clock and time to get dressed and have breakfast.



Abraham Lincoln may not have been the poorest man ever elected president—he was a successful attorney at the time of his election—but he was probably the one with the poorest childhood.

Lincoln was born, just as schoolchildren learn, in a one-room log cabin in Hardin County, Kentucky, on February 12, 1809, the second child and first son of an illiterate, hardworking farmer named Thomas Lincoln and his wife, Nancy Hanks. Lincoln’s elder sister, Sarah, whom he loved deeply, would later die in childbirth. His other sibling, Thomas, died in infancy.

When Lincoln was seven years old, the family moved across the Ohio River to Indiana, where they staked a claim in a vast, wild forest and survived primarily by hunting. It was there that occurred the first in a series of tragedies that were to mark the future president’s life.

Soon after moving to Indiana, Lincoln’s biological mother, Nancy, succumbed to a disease called milk sickness, caused by drinking milk from cows that had eaten a poisonous local plant. Thomas Lincoln realized he could not raise his two small children alone, so he returned to Kentucky and found a widow with three young children of her own, Sarah Bush Johnston, who was willing to be his second wife.

Sarah Johnston arrived in Lincoln’s wild, impoverished life like an angel of mercy, bringing to the forest outpost furniture, clothes, plates, knives, and an immeasurable quantity of motherly kindness and love. She raised Lincoln and he called her “Mamma.”

Because of Sarah, who made Thomas install a wood floor, windows, and other improvements in the primitive cabin he had built, Lincoln remembered his childhood in the Indiana forest as a “joyous, happy boyhood” in which there was “nothing of want.”5
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The Indiana farmstead where Abraham Lincoln grew up. He lived here from age seven to twenty-one. Wikimedia Commons6



Both of Lincoln’s parents were illiterate, but his stepmother Sarah insisted that Lincoln and her own children go to school. Unfortunately, in the woods of Indiana there were neither many teachers nor schools. As Lincoln put it in his first autobiography, “No qualification was ever required of a teacher beyond ‘readin, writin, and cipherin’ to the Rule of Three.’ ”

Lincoln spent three months attending a log cabin school about a mile from his own cabin; then went intermittently to another small school four miles from his home; then, for six more months, attended the first school again when another teacher took over.

Altogether, the time Lincoln attended school amounted to no more than a single year. “I have not been to school since,” Lincoln wrote in 1858. “The little advance I now have upon this store of education, I have picked up from time to time under the pressure of necessity.”

What the young backwoodsman lacked in formal education he more than made up for by his voracious love of reading. Once Lincoln learned how to read and write, he never looked back, reading every book he could lay his hands on, often more than once.

The tall, gangly boy would memorize long passages, copying out entire pages on wooden planks because his family had no writing paper. Lincoln’s reputation as a booklover was firmly established in his neck of the woods. In fact, Lincoln read so much that eventually he was accused of laziness—although his later work record would disprove such a claim.

Lincoln also quickly mastered the basics of “ciphering,” such as multiplication and division, and he worked his way through a geometry textbook on his own. These rudimentary math skills proved useful when eventually he ran a small dry goods store and worked as a surveyor, which required a knowledge of basic trigonometry.

In later political campaigns, Lincoln would make much of his time as a backwoodsman, but in reality he had always longed for something better. The future president had little respect for his father’s choices in life. A decent man who bequeathed to his son a love of tall tales, Thomas Lincoln did not see beyond the boundaries of his own subsistence farm—and young Abe certainly did.

Lincoln also differed from his parents with respect to religion. Thomas and his wife were members of a Baptist church (strongly opposed to slavery), while Lincoln was a natural freethinker, respectful of Christianity and a lifelong Bible reader, but never a conventional or orthodox believer.

Lincoln’s alienation from wilderness life was made complete when his elder sister Sarah died in childbirth. Abe, who was seventeen at the time, blamed his sisters-in-law for not calling for a doctor sooner.

While Lincoln owed his father all the wages he earned until he turned eighteen, he began to take jobs that took him away from home. He worked as a farmer’s helper, split rails from logs, and killed hogs. Young Abe built a small rowboat to ferry passengers across the Ohio River, marveling that he could sometimes earn “a dollar in less than a day.”7


IN LINCOLN’S OWN WORDS

“I was raised to farm work, which I continued till I was twenty-two. At twenty-one, I came to Illinois, and passed the first year in Macon County. Then I got to New-Salem [at that time in Sangamon, now in Menard County], where I remained a year as a sort of Clerk in a store. Then came the Black-Hawk War; and I was elected a Captain of Volunteers—a success which gave me more pleasure than any I have had since.”8



Eventually the lanky teenager accepted assignments to take local goods on a flatboat all the way down the river to the bustling metropolis of New Orleans, the first city Lincoln had ever seen. These riverboat trips introduced the young Lincoln to the realities of the local economy (knowledge he would later use as a state legislator) and introduced him to the grocery business.



President Lincoln’s family was waiting for him at the small breakfast area downstairs on the first floor of the White House when he arrived. His wife of twenty-three years, Mary Todd Lincoln, now forty-seven years old, was plump and round-faced and had her dark brown hair pulled back in a bun.

The deaths of two of their four children had put considerable strain on the Lincolns’ marriage over the years. Most recently, the death of their much-loved eleven-year-old son Willie, who had succumbed to typhoid fever in 1862 shortly after they had moved into the White House, had almost destroyed them both. The stoic Lincoln had sat in Willie’s bedroom for hours at a time, sobbing openly and uncontrollably. Mary was so devastated she couldn’t get out of her bed for weeks.

The Lincolns were doting, permissive parents who lavished time and money on their children. The two youngest boys, Willie and Tad, often interrupted cabinet meetings and turned the White House into their personal play area. The children were widely considered to be holy terrors.

The daughter of affluent Kentucky slave owners, Mary was smart, well educated, and spoke her mind freely and often. Yet she and Lincoln had many dark periods over the years. On this day, however, Mary was in a jubilant mood, as were most people in Washington, and she greeted her husband warmly.

Lincoln ate his customary single egg with a cup of coffee. The first order of business concerned the evening’s entertainment.
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Mary Ann Todd Lincoln (1818–1882), photographed in her late twenties, in the mid-1840s. Wikimedia Commons



The Lincoln family would receive two invitations to the theatre for that evening. One had come the day before from Grover’s Theatre, also known as the National Theatre, located just three blocks from the White House on Pennsylvania Avenue, where the company was presenting Aladdin! Or, The Wonderful Lamp.

The other invitation, which arrived during breakfast, was for Ford’s Theatre, located a few blocks further east on Tenth Street between F and E Streets, where the famous actress Laura Keene was starring in the celebrated British comedy Our American Cousin.

The Lincolns’ young son Tad, then just twelve, instantly voted for Grover’s and Aladdin. He was good friends with Bobby Grover, the theatre owner’s son, and he could instantly see that Aladdin would be much more fun than a stuffy British comedy.
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Thomas Lincoln III (1853–1817), known as “Tad,” Lincoln’s fourth son, photographed in 1864 at the age of eleven. Wikimedia Commons



However, Mary wanted to see Our American Cousin. It was one of those plays that everyone had seen except for her. This was to be the final performance of the play at Ford’s.

After a brief discussion, the family decided that Tad could go separately to Grover’s to see Aladdin and Lincoln and his wife would attend Ford’s. Once that was agreed upon, Mary had the White House staff send messengers over to the theatres, requesting the usual box seats at Ford’s and informing Grover’s that only Tad would be attending that evening.

Just then the Lincolns’ eldest son Robert joined them, beaming and eager to tell what he had seen as a member of General Grant’s entourage.

Robert Lincoln had graduated from Harvard College the previous year and intended to follow his father into the law. Yet like most young men his age, Robert was anxious to do his part in the war effort—a desire his mother, who had already lost two beloved sons, could not bear even to contemplate.

Mary begged her husband to stop Robert from volunteering for the Army. This was delicate, however. The Lincoln family had been widely denounced for hypocrisy because of Robert’s college deferment. As commander in chief, Lincoln was sending young men off to die by the tens of thousands in an unpopular war, yet his own son was safe at Harvard, reading books.

With his talent for compromise, Lincoln figured out a solution. He wrote to his top general, Grant, asking if he could perhaps find a spot on his staff for Robert if he, Lincoln, would pay the boy’s expenses. Lincoln figured that this would allow his son to see the war effort up close without putting him in serious danger. Referring to Robert, Lincoln wrote Grant a letter.

“Could he, without embarrassment to you, or detriment to the service, go into your military family with some nominal rank, I, not the public, furnishing his necessary means?” Lincoln asked. “If no, say so without the least hesitation, because I am as anxious, and as deeply interested, that you shall not be encumbered as you can be yourself.”9

Robert joined Grant’s staff with the rank of captain on February 11 and served until June 10, 1865, a total four months.10 He received regular military pay.

“Well, my son, you have returned safely from the front,” said Lincoln, beaming as Robert sat down. “The war is now closed, and we soon will live in peace with the brave men that have been fighting against us. I trust that the era of good feeling has returned… and that henceforth we shall live in peace.”

Lincoln asked what Lee’s surrender had been like.

“Oh, it was great!” the young man exclaimed.

He described the meeting of the two great generals and the enormous contrast between them.

Lee, he said, “with his white head and spotless uniform, his jeweled sword and gold spurs,” was dramatically unlike Grant, Robert’s commander, whom he described as a “small, stooping, shabby, shy man in the muddy blue uniform, with no sword and no spurs—only the frayed and dingy shoulder straps of a Lieutenant General on the rumpled blouse of a private soldier.”

Robert had brought with him a portrait of the great Confederate general. He presented it to his father to illustrate the contrast.
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Robert Todd Lincoln (1843–1926), Lincoln’s eldest, served four months as a captain on General Ulysses Grant’s personal staff and witnessed the surrender of Confederate general Robert E. Lee on April 9, 1865, after the Battle of Appomattox Court House. Wikimedia Commons



Lincoln studied the portrait of Lee closely. “It is a good face,” Lincoln concluded after some moments. “It is the face of a noble, noble, brave man. I am glad the war is over at last.”

A White House aide interrupted the family’s breakfast. The Speaker of the House, Schuyler Colfax, a congressman from Indiana who would soon be the seventeenth vice president of the United States, was waiting to see the president.

“Now, listen to me, Robert,” the president said, as he rose from his chair. “You must lay aside your uniform and return to college. I wish you to read law for three years, and at the end of that time I hope that we will be able to tell whether you will make a lawyer or not.”11



In 1830, when Abe Lincoln was just twenty-one, he helped his father and stepmother move from rural Indiana northwest to a tract of land on the Sangamon River, just west of Decatur, Illinois. It was a dangerous, difficult journey with a wagon and oxen, but the family made it safely. Lincoln helped his father clear fifteen acres of land that summer but then struck out on his own, supporting himself with odd jobs and work as a riverboat captain. He first settled in the small village of New Salem, Illinois, population one hundred, where he would spend the next few years trying out a number of different professions to put food in his mouth.
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CRITICAL MINUTES

Lincoln’s fate was likely sealed at breakfast on the morning of April 14 when the family decided to split up the evening’s entertainment, with young Tad going to Grover’s Theatre and Lincoln and his wife Mary to Ford’s Theatre.



A virtual giant, although quite thin, Lincoln attracted attention immediately. By this time, Lincoln stood six feet four inches tall and weighed about 160 pounds. This was during an era when the average height of a grown man was only five feet six inches. Lincoln’s life in the forest, splitting rails with his trusty axe, had made him into a strong, confident man who would not back down from a fight.

Yet in addition to his stature, Lincoln also had an amiable, freewheeling personality, attracting crowds with the same tall tales and ribald jokes his father told. The women in the village quickly noticed his natural kindness to children and small animals. Despite his poverty, Lincoln thrived in the small village of New Salem because he was willing to accept all kinds of jobs and temporary assignments—working as the village postmaster, grocery store owner, blacksmith, and surveyor.

Although shy, Lincoln made friends easily, even winning over the local roughnecks by his willingness to wrestle their leader. Most important, Lincoln, who could now read and write well, became known as the village intellectual, helping friends write their letters and then, after watching court proceedings a few times, draft simple legal documents, such as deeds and bills of sale.
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WHAT WE STILL DON’T KNOW

Where did John Wilkes Booth spend the night on April 13, 1865? Historians have not been able to find out. Early in the morning on April 14, friends asked the concierge at the National Hotel to check his room, but his bed had not been slept in. Some suspect he spent the evening with his favorite Washington call girl, but there is no evidence that this is true.



The final ripening experience of Lincoln’s young adulthood came when he enlisted in the local Illinois militia (he needed the job), and, as was the custom then, was elected captain of his unit. Despite his many later accomplishments, Lincoln was very proud of his time as a militia captain. The militia was formed in response to an armed insurrection by Native Americans, known as the Black Hawk War, in which a number of tribes attempted to reclaim lands in Illinois that they believed they had been tricked into ceding to the U.S. government.

Beyond training exercises, Lincoln saw no combat action at all and later would poke fun at his military service. Referring to a political rival, an alleged military hero in the War of 1812, Lincoln said that if the other man saw real combat it was more than he had done, but, Lincoln added, he had “a good many bloody struggles with the musquetoes.”12

By his own admission, Lincoln got into politics out of financial necessity. He frankly needed the money, and ran for the Illinois State Legislature twice. The first time, in 1832, at the age of twenty-three, he lost. But the second time, in 1834, he won handily, largely due to a tireless campaign of handshaking and speechmaking.

At this time, Lincoln had few concrete plans and no firm political agenda. However, he did support the pro-development policies of the Kentucky senator and U.S. statesman Henry Clay (1777–1852) and the group that eventually became known as the Whigs.

The forerunners of the Republican Party, the Whigs believed in economic development, protective tariffs, and the development of infrastructure projects such as railroads and canals. They were opposed by the Democrats, who were then the champions of small farmers and rural America. It was around this time that Lincoln started reading law in earnest.

At that time, many if not most lawyers were self-taught. They won the right to practice law by passing an exam or being authorized to do so by a state supreme court. Lincoln used his earnings as a part-time mailman and surveyor to buy law books, such as Blackstone’s classic Commentaries. He also borrowed two hundred dollars from New Salem’s richest man—a sizable sum for that time and place—and used a quarter of the amount to buy his first suit.

However, just as young Lincoln’s life was coming together, tragedy struck once again.

Lincoln had gradually fallen in love with one of New Salem’s most beautiful women, a young lady named Ann Rutledge. She was the daughter of the man who owned the tavern where Lincoln boarded. By all accounts, the entire village cherished Rutledge as a gentle, kindhearted young woman. At this time, she happened to be engaged to another man. That meant Lincoln, always shy around single women, felt free to joke around with her and be more himself.

Rutledge’s fiancé, a man named John McNamar, left the village suddenly under mysterious circumstances (allegedly to bring his family out West) and soon his letters stopped coming—a fact that Lincoln, as village postmaster, knew very well.

Eventually, Lincoln and Ann Rutledge reached an understanding. However, before their marriage plans could be announced, in the summer of 1835, she contracted a mysterious fever and died. It was another heavy blow that contributed to Lincoln’s lifelong melancholy and fatalism.



With breakfast over and the evening’s entertainment decided upon, President Lincoln went back upstairs to his office. There Schuyler Colfax, the Speaker of the House, was waiting for him along with another congressman, Cornelius Cole of Santa Cruz, California.

The forty-two-year-old Colfax recognized immediately the change in Lincoln’s appearance. Gone were the sad, weary eyes. The president was positively buoyant. He would later write that on that day Lincoln was the happiest he had ever seen him.

“You are going to California, I hear!” the president said to Colfax, with a wide smile.

“I am, if there is no extra session of Congress impending.”

“How I would rejoice to make that trip, but public duties chain me down here,” Lincoln replied. “I can only envy you its pleasures!”

The two men then discussed the vast mineral wealth lying out West. Lincoln knew the staggering costs and debts of the war had undermined the nation’s fiscal health, and he couldn’t help but hope that the vast deposits of gold and silver discovered in California might help to pay that down somewhat. At the cabinet meeting two hours later, the secretary of the treasury, Hugh McCulloch, would report that the national debt after the war now stood at a staggering $2.3 billion.13

After Colfax and Cole left, Lincoln spent the next two hours meeting with a stream of dignitaries and supplicants of all kinds. These included William Howard of Michigan and Senator John Creswell of Maryland.

“Hello, Creswell, the war is over!” Lincoln almost shouted when meeting the senator. “But it has been an awful war, Creswell, it has been an awful war! But it’s over!”

The senator was smiling, happy to see the president in such an ebullient mood.

WHAT WERE THEY THINKING?


YOUNG WASHINGTON SOCIALITE Lucy Lambert Hale dated some of Washington’s most eligible bachelors, including the president’s son, Robert Lincoln, future Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.—and the famous actor John Wilkes Booth.



“But what are you here for?” Lincoln asked. “You fellows don’t come to see me unless you want something. It must be something big, or you wouldn’t be so early.”

Creswell admitted he was there on a personal errand. A college friend had received a letter from a cousin, a Confederate soldier, who was being held at a military prison in Maryland. Creswell’s college buddy had asked him if there was anything he could do to spring the poor fellow’s release.

“That’s not so hard!” Lincoln said. He took the letter from the senator’s hand, turned it over, and wrote, “Let it be done. A. Lincoln. April 14, 1865.”

Another meeting that morning that would raise eyebrows later was with John Hale, the New Hampshire senator and abolitionist whom Lincoln had recently appointed minister to Spain. Hale had been one of Lincoln’s strongest supporters.

Unbeknownst to Lincoln, Hale’s oldest daughter Lucy, then twenty-four, was the secret mistress and fiancée of the famous actor John Wilkes Booth.

Lincoln might have been concerned, had he known the truth.

That’s because Lincoln’s son Robert had also carried a torch for Lucy for years, ever since they had spent time together in Boston while he attended Harvard.

Although not a conventional beauty, Lucy Hale’s keen intelligence and flirtatious personality had bewitched many male admirers, including the future Supreme Court justice Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr.
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Lucy Lambert Hale (1841–1915), the daughter of U.S. senator John Parker Hale of New Hampshire, carried on an affair with John Wilkes Booth. Her photograph was later found on Booth’s body. Wikimedia Commons



When in Washington, the Hales lived at the enormous National Hotel, which occupied an entire city block at the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Sixth Street—later the site of a museum dedicated to journalism and the First Amendment.14

Booth, too, usually stayed at the National when he was in Washington—and he had many opportunities to encounter Lucy Hale both in the hotel itself and around Washington.

Although Booth had more than his fair share of female admirers, he and Hale had had an intense on-again, off-again relationship for the past three years. They had even, on occasion, checked into hotels together, with Booth signing the hotel register Mr. J. W. Booth & Lady.15 Booth’s intimate, secret relationship with Hale remains one of the many little-known subplots of this day’s dramatic events.

It was Lucy Hale who arranged to get a ticket for Booth to Lincoln’s second inauguration the month before. This was a ticket given to Lucy’s father, then a U.S. senator, giving the bearer the right to enter the U.S. Capitol Building during the swearing-in ceremony.

Booth attended the ceremony and later bragged to a fellow actor friend in New York, a few weeks later, that he was so close to Lincoln that day he could have easily shot him.
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WHAT WE STILL DON’T KNOW

Was John Wilkes Booth really engaged to Lucy Hale? Booth told his mother, his brother Junius, and his sister Asia of his intentions. He certainly was romantically involved with her. However, after the events of April 14, Lucy Hale did everything she could to avoid discussing her relationship with the infamous actor, including leaving the country with her family. Nevertheless, the scandal would eventually catch up to her when tabloid newspapers revived the story in the late 1870s. Lucy, then a married woman, remained silent. She died in 1915 without ever commenting on her past relationship with John Wilkes Booth.



In fact, unbeknownst to Lucy, on Inauguration Day Booth actually lunged at Lincoln when the president passed by on his way out of the Capitol to give his speech outside.

Booth was promptly accosted by security officials. The burly security officers didn’t recognize him. One said he thought Booth was “a lunatic or out of his right mind—he looked so wild and seemed so unnecessarily excited.”16

Reluctantly, the security personnel let Booth go. He would go outside and listen to Lincoln’s second inaugural address, seething with quiet fury.






2 “A NAME KNOWN IN HISTORY FOREVER”


Downtown Washington, 9:00 to 11:00 a.m.

Just as Abraham Lincoln was preparing to meet with Senator Hale, a man named David Herold, a twenty-three-year-old former druggist assistant, strolled into the lobby of the National Hotel. He would play a key role in this day’s historic events.

Herold was looking for the actor John Wilkes Booth.

He asked for Booth at the front desk, and the night clerk, Walter Burton, who was just getting off duty, agreed to take Herold up to Booth’s room—room 228 on the fourth floor. After knocking and receiving no answer, Burton unlocked the door. Booth was nowhere to be seen. It appeared his bed had not been slept in.

Booth would later be seen downstairs in the hotel’s restaurant having breakfast with his secret fiancée, Senator Hale’s daughter Lucy, and a woman named Claire Bean, the daughter of a local merchant. Witnesses told the accomplished Washington journalist George Townsend, who knew Booth personally, that the couple seemed to be getting along famously.1

Booth and Lucy likely discussed Senator Hale’s upcoming meeting that morning with President Lincoln and his nomination to be minister to Spain. Apparently, Lucy planned to go with her father and then return to marry Booth.


[image: Image]
John Wilkes Booth (1838–1865) was one of the most famous and celebrated actors in America when he decided, at the age of twenty-six, to help the Confederacy’s desperate war effort by kidnapping Abraham Lincoln and holding him hostage. Wikimedia Commons



Many people in the restaurant likely recognized Booth. Although he was only twenty-six years old, he was one of the most famous actors in America. Ruggedly handsome with a receding hairline and a thick mustache, Booth cut an impressive figure. He dazzled female fans. Booth stood five feet eight inches tall and weighed 160 pounds, an athletic, well-dressed man who carried himself with poise and confidence. He was wearing a long, light-colored, stylish overcoat.2 On his left hand, Booth had two tattoos of his initials in indigo blue ink, JWB: one on his left wrist; and one, from childhood, between his left thumb and forefinger.3

Booth competed with his older brothers Edwin and Junius Jr. for the honor of succeeding their late father, the British-born Shakespearean actor Junius Booth, as the most celebrated male actor on the American stage.

Throughout the war, Booth had performed in theatres across the East and Midwest, even in occupied cities of the South. Until recently, Booth had been earning as much as $600 a week from his acting. That is roughly equivalent to $10,000 today.

In truth, Booth’s acting was amateurish and his pronunciation laughable. Yet audiences everywhere admired him for his athletic, robust performances. He stomped about with a wild-eyed intensity, sometimes leaping down onto stages from great heights for dramatic effect.

The previous November, President Lincoln and his wife had seen Booth perform in Charles Selby’s The Marble Heart, at Ford’s Theatre in Washington. The president even invited Booth to meet with him between acts, an honor that the actor surprisingly declined.

Unlike most citizens of Washington, Booth was not happy with recent events on the battlefield. In fact, he was downright miserable. It was an open secret that Booth was a Confederate sympathizer who despised Lincoln. On more than one occasion, the hot-tempered actor had said things that could have gotten him arrested for suspected treason.


IN BOOTH’S OWN WORDS

“I love peace more than life. Have loved the Union beyond expression. 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.”4



As a result, his loving family—his mother, two sisters, and three brothers—had long ago forbade him from talking about politics. Booth’s friends in the theatre world, even those who shared his political opinions, openly mocked his increasingly unhinged rants. Some hoped that the end of the war would finally calm Booth down.

Historians have long puzzled over what could have been going through Booth’s mind on this warm spring morning. He had confided different plans to different people—to his siblings and mother, his actor friends, Lucy Hale, and to Ella Starr, his favorite Washington prostitute, with whom he may have spent the previous night.

On the one hand, Booth spoke to Lucy Hale of their future life together—and even wrote to his mother of his intention to marry the young woman. On the other hand, for more than six months Booth had been involved in a madcap plot to kidnap President Lincoln and spirit him away to the South, where he would be held hostage and ransomed to free captured Confederate prisoners of war.
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CRITICAL MINUTES

Many historians now believe that Booth made the fateful decision to assassinate, rather than try to kidnap, Abraham Lincoln when he heard Lincoln’s remarks on voting rights for recently freed slaves. Booth’s co-conspirator David Herold told his attorney, Frederick Stone, that it was this speech on April 11 that convinced Booth that he now had no choice but to kill Lincoln. However, Booth hinted at more ominous intentions at a meeting with his fellow conspirators March 15 at Gautier’s restaurant on Pennsylvania Avenue. The conspirators involved in the kidnapping plot were horrified at what Booth hinted at and made it clear that they would have no part in murder, forcing Booth to tone down his comments to mollify his hapless followers.



Booth must have realized that, had he succeeded in his crazy plot to kidnap Lincoln, there was no way he could ever marry Hale or resume his acting career in the North, as he had told other friends he wanted to do.

What’s more, it appears Booth’s plans had recently taken a far more sinister turn. Three days earlier, on Tuesday evening, April 11, Booth and two of his fellow conspirators, Herold and a former Confederate soldier named Lewis Powell, had stood with a large crowd in the pouring rain in front of the White House. The crowd listened as Lincoln announced his plans to grant citizenship to some recently freed slaves—especially those who had served in the military.

“It is unsatisfactory to some that the elective franchise is not given to the colored man,” the president said, reading from a prepared speech. “I would myself prefer that it were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who served our cause as soldiers.”5

Apparently, this was the last straw for Booth.


LINCOLN IN THE MEDIA

“People now marvel how it came to pass that Mr. Lincoln should have been selected as the representative man of any party. His weak, wishy-washy, namby-pamby efforts, imbecile in matter, disgusting in manner, have made us the laughingstock of the whole world.”

—Salem Advocate, 18616



“That means nigger citizenship,” he blurted out in disgust. “Now, by God, I’ll run him through!”

As they walked from the White House toward Lafayette Square, Booth vowed to Powell and Herold, “That’s the last speech he will ever make.”7



Around eight thirty, Booth finished breakfast and said goodbye to Lucy and her friend, Claire. He told them he was going to get a haircut and said he would see Lucy later that day.

Outside the National Hotel, on Pennsylvania Avenue, Herold finally caught sight of Booth. The two men headed up the broad avenue towards the White House and, as they walked, were joined by two others looking for Booth.

At nine o’clock,8 Booth and the three men strolled into Booker and Stewart’s barbershop on E Street, near Grover’s Theatre and next to the old Union building. Booth greeted the barber, Charles Wood, with a hearty hello. Booth had known Wood for most of his life. The barber had cut Booth’s hair when he was a boy and Wood lived in Baltimore.
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The upscale National Hotel (shown here in the early 1900s), occupying a full block at the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Sixth Street in Washington, D.C., was the home of politicians and celebrities. Booth’s room during mid-April 1865 was number 228 on the fourth floor. Originally built in 1826, the hotel was finally demolished in 1942. Wikimedia Commons



Coincidentally, Wood had just returned from the home of Secretary of State Seward off of Lafayette Square, where he had given the badly injured official a shave.

After draping Booth with a barber gown, Wood gave the actor a close shave. Then he trimmed Booth’s drooping mustache, cut his curly black hair, and dressed it with tonic and pomade.

While Booth was getting his hair trimmed, his friends made joking comments, seemingly without a care in the world. One of the friends, whom Wood later identified as the Confederate courier John Surratt Jr., a twenty-year-old former Catholic seminarian, joked about something that looked like a boil on the left side of Booth’s neck.9

“They say it was a boil but it is not a boil,” the man told the barber. “It was a pistol shot.”10

In reality, two years earlier Booth had had a fibrous tumor removed from his neck by a Washington physician, Dr. John Frederick May. The wound did not heal properly and left Booth with a burn-like scar. He asked the doctor to say he had removed a bullet from Booth’s neck, a memento left by one of his many jealous lovers. The story stuck. It soon became part of Booth’s own public relations efforts.11


IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“In the early train next morning, Tuesday, April 4, 1865, I left for New York, and that was the last time I was ever in Washington until brought there by the U.S. Government a captive in irons, all reports to the contrary notwithstanding.”

—John Surratt Jr., in a speech delivered in 1870



Besides Booth’s joking friend was another man, Michael O’Laughlen, perhaps Booth’s oldest and dearest friend, whom Booth had known since he was only seven years old in Baltimore. O’Laughlen had traveled from Baltimore to see Booth the evening before but had only just caught up with him that morning. He, too, had been at the National Hotel earlier in the morning, looking for Booth.

O’Laughlen had been actively involved with Booth’s crazy plot to kidnap the president, hatched six months earlier, which was intended to force the resumption of prisoner exchanges between North and South.

At the time, the South was desperate for soldiers. Yet General Grant, tired of fighting soldiers on the battlefield who had just been released from Union prisons the week before, had recently put an end to all prisoner exchanges.
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WHAT WE STILL DON’T KNOW

Was John Surratt Jr., the son of boardinghouse owner Mary Surratt and a key conspirator in the plot to kidnap Lincoln, in Washington, D.C., on April 14—or, as he later claimed, far away on a spying mission in Elmira, New York? At his later trial, a handful of witnesses swore John Surratt was seen in Elmira, but the prosecution produced a dozen other witnesses who claimed to have seen him that day in Washington, D.C., including the man who cut John Wilkes Booth’s hair on the morning of the assassination.



Booth, Surratt, O’Laughlen, and about a dozen fellow Confederate sympathizers had hoped to waylay Lincoln as he rode alone at night on a dark Washington street (something he had, on occasion, been known to do), bundle him into a carriage, ferry him across the Potomac, and then whisk him south to the Confederate capital of Richmond, Virginia. Once there, Booth thought that Lincoln could be traded for Confederate soldiers now rotting away in Union prisons.

The plot to kidnap Lincoln was thus a desperate attempt to give the Confederacy a fighting chance to survive. And while the plot may have sounded good in theory, it would prove utterly impracticable. The group was short on trained personnel and plagued by a comical lack of reliable information. The plotters often had no idea where Lincoln was at any given time.

Both O’Laughlen and Surratt, along with most of the other co-conspirators, had recently backed out of the plot. With the war now virtually over, they had begun to suspect that Booth had given up on kidnapping Lincoln and had something more sinister in mind.

And they were right.

Realizing he would be implicated by his lifelong friendship with Booth, O’Laughlen desperately wanted to talk Booth out of whatever he was planning.

Charles Wood finished rubbing the hair pomade into Booth’s curly brown locks. He then snapped off the barber’s gown with a flourish.

Booth stood up. He admired himself in the long mirror next to Wood’s barber chair, impeccable as always.

“Your turn, Mac,” he said to his friend.

As the others took their turn in Wood’s chair, Booth announced that he was going to run across the street to Grover’s Theatre.

Located on Pennsylvania Avenue between Thirteenth and Fourteenth Streets, just a few blocks from the White House, Grover’s Theatre, also known as the National Theatre, was built in 1835 as a showcase for the new nation’s talent. It still exists today, albeit in vastly expanded form.

At this time, there was a fierce rivalry between Grover’s (then owned by a man named Leonard Grover) and Ford’s Theatre (owned by the young entrepreneur John T. Ford). Both theatres were substantial establishments, massive stone buildings two-stories high. Booth had acted at both theatres. The president and his wife had attended both theatres often in the past—even though Ford’s was known to have “succesh” sympathies.

Booth knew that Grover’s Theatre had extended an invitation to President Lincoln to attend that night. The day before, Booth had burst into the offices of the theatre’s manager, C. Dwight Hess, uncharacteristically interrupting a script reading, and demanded to know what Hess had planned for that night, Thursday.

Hess had told Booth that Grover’s was going to participate in the “Grand Illumination” scheduled for Thursday evening but that he was saving the best for the next day, Friday. He wanted to do something special in honor of the U.S. flag being hoisted once again above Fort Sumter, four years to the day after the fort had surrendered.

“Are you going to invite the president?” Booth demanded to know. Hess replied that he most certainly was.12

As a result of this, Booth had gone upstairs to the billiard parlor above the theatre and asked the owner, John Deery, a friend of his, if he would purchase a ticket for Booth for Friday’s performance. He specifically asked that Deery get a ticket for the box next to the presidential box.

Deery asked Booth why he didn’t just buy a ticket himself. Booth replied, plausibly enough, that he feared the theatre would just give him a complimentary ticket and he wanted to pay himself.13 Deery agreed and would later purchase the ticket.

Booth was covering all his bases.

By this point, Booth had plainly made up his mind to kill Lincoln. Yet even at this late date, he had not figured out precisely how or where he would do it. Like the experienced actor he was, Booth planned on improvising as events developed.

Outside the theatre, Booth ran into Hess’s wife Julia and another woman, Helen Moss. They were on their way to the White House to meet with President Lincoln.

Booth shook both of the women’s hands. They told him that they were distraught. A messenger had just arrived moments earlier from the White House informing the theatre that the Lincolns would not be attending this evening, as they had thought.14

Although he likely didn’t show it, Booth must have been severely disappointed.

Lincoln’s penchant for changing his plans at the last minute had thwarted Booth’s kidnapping plans in the past—and today the pattern looked to be continuing.



John Wilkes Booth is one of the enduring mysteries of history.

A warm, playful man with an abundant sense of humor, he was beloved by hundreds of friends and coworkers who continued to sing his praises even after he became the most hated man in America. An old actor friend described Booth as “impulsive, fiery, big-hearted, generous, captivating, and magnetic.”15

Women adored him. Men wanted to be like him.

Even after the events that tarred the Booth name forever, friends remained unwaveringly steadfast; many claimed that Booth was one of the kindest, most generous men they had ever met.

Yet Booth was also hot-tempered and stubborn, a reckless fanatic who often let politics crowd out common sense. This was true even though he had friends and family members who did not share his political outlook.

Booth was born in a four-room log cabin near Bel Air, Maryland, on May 10, 1838, but he spent much of his childhood in the bustling streets of urban Baltimore. He was born illegitimate, the ninth of ten children (only six survived childhood) born to the British stage actor Junius Brutus Booth and his British mistress, Mary Ann Holmes.

The elder Booth was famous in London as a Shakespearean actor. But in 1821, he abandoned his first wife and young son, eventually emigrating to America with a pregnant Holmes when he was twenty-five and she was nineteen. For years, the young couple claimed to be legally married but weren’t.16

The couple purchased and settled on a 150-acre farmstead about twenty-seven miles northeast of Baltimore.17 Shortly after, Junius Booth began a successful thirty-year career as a stage actor in America. In a time when the theatre was the primary form of entertainment, Junius performed on stages across North America, from New York, Washington, and Baltimore, all the way to California.
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Junius Brutus Booth (1796–1852) was a British Shakespearean actor who abandoned his wife and child and emigrated to the United States in 1821 with his mistress, Mary Ann Holmes. They would have ten children together, six of whom survived into adulthood. Wikimedia Commons



Throughout his early years in America, Junius Booth sent money back to his legal wife in England, Adelaide Delannoy, not revealing that he had an entirely new family in America. He even brought his new family back to England on extended theatrical tours, somehow keeping the two families apart.

However, eventually Junius’s son from his first wife, Richard, then twenty-five, came to visit his father in America. The boy soon discovered the truth that his father had another family, and wrote to his mother back in England. In 1847, Adelaide decamped to America. She confronted the large Booth clan in public, creating humiliating, often drunken scenes in which she called the mother of the Booth children a whore.

Adelaide legally divorced Junius in 1851, after the required three-year waiting period. Soon after, likely on May 10, 1851, John Wilkes’s thirteenth birthday, the famous actor finally married the mother of his children, Mary Ann Holmes, with most of their children in attendance.

By all accounts, the Booth children had an unusual, bohemian upbringing, surrounded by a love of literature and the arts but with little stability in their lives. They spent part of their childhood in a rural area of Maryland, near a forest, but also a considerable amount of time in a small town house that Junius purchased in 1845, in the thriving, bustling city of Baltimore, then the second-largest city in the country after New York.

Junius was an educated man who claimed to speak four or five languages. As a result, the older Booth children were exposed to the Greek and Latin classics, Shakespeare, poetry, and the life of the stage. Despite this, their educations were somewhat spotty. The older children appear to have had more systematic schooling, John Booth much less so.
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