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For my wife, Marion

So much like a wildflower

For my grandchildren

Kayla, Maya, Eli, and Raphael

Who will hopefully learn from the past

And in memory of Lucky, our beloved beagle,

Who lay by my side while I wrote

Until the day she died in my arms


“There are a thousand ways of getting at a man if it is desired that he should be killed.”

ABRAHAM LINCOLN

“When needed most he has been taken from us.”

CHARLES MORRELL

Union soldier camped outside Richmond

“I could have jumped upon the shoulders of each as they hung.”

BENJAMIN BROWN FRENCH

Commissioner of Public Buildings
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PREFACE
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I was unprepared for the derision that came my way soon after I began researching this book. Critics assumed that nothing new could be found to justify publication of yet another volume on the assassination of Abraham Lincoln. I always replied that five hundred artists painting the same landscape would come up with five hundred different canvases, none of which could be stamped as definitive.

Nine years later my tale is told and “They Have Killed Papa Dead!” bulges with new finds. It is unlikely they could have been uncovered by anyone living beyond my commuting distance, twenty miles from the Library of Congress and the National Archives. Proximity to these institutions gave me the luxury of searching for primary source material for weeks on end, year after year.

From the outset I worked on the assumption that nineteenth-century Washingtonians would more likely have confided in their daily chronicles and extended families than in officialdom or anyone else. And so I went hunting for private letters, diaries, and journals, the authentic voices of contemporaneous observers. There was no doubt they would provide texture, insight, and color for the era.

I never expected such a sequence of surprises. Many voices began to speak, as if competing to break confidences and disclose impressions. Very early into my research I could not stifle a whistle on finding a letter from Benjamin Brown French, commissioner of public buildings, describing how he forcibly restrained John Wilkes Booth from doing possible harm to President Lincoln in the rotunda of the US Capitol during second inaugural ceremonies, six weeks before the assassination. When I found a later letter by French, his yearning for vengeance was as fresh as the day he wrote of the quartet of conspirators put to death for Lincoln’s murder: “I could have jumped upon the shoulders of each as they hung, after the ancient manner of rendering death certain.” With oversight of White House expenditures, French probably knew Mary Todd Lincoln better than any other public official, which gave credence to a confidence he shared in private correspondence after the assassination, of the president’s wife purchasing about one thousand dollars’ worth of mourning goods a month before the murder. “What do you suppose possessed her to do it! Please keep that fact in your own house.”

As testimony in the “everlasting” trial of the conspirators came to a close, one of the rigidly stern military judges figuratively leapt out of the courtroom to write his wife, “I feel like a boy out of school.” In another letter to a spouse, the irritable architect of the Capitol, Thomas Walter, confessed to being unmoved by the obsequies that had overcome other Washingtonians, regretting instead that Lincoln’s lying in state “stops work another day, which is wholly useless.” One diarist fortunate to enter the White House to view Lincoln’s coffin (tens of thousands were turned away at the gates) came away with the lasting impression of its being “studded with great numbers of silver nails.” Another chronicler, standing within twenty feet of the president during the second inaugural address, recalled Lincoln’s “loud, rather shrill, distinct, far-reaching voice.”

Tracking the escape of co-conspirator John Surratt to Rome, at a time when the pope’s temporal authority was crumbling in the face of armed opponents intent on unifying the country, led me to correspondence between the US Minister to the Papal States and the State Department in Washington. In one extraordinary letter, the American diplomat reported that several officials in the papal government had confided to him that “if the Pope felt to abandon Rome he might seek refuge in the United States.” The decline of papal political power and the Vatican’s need for allies may well have influenced the pope to surrender Surratt into the custody of American officials.

As if to vindicate years in quest of new material, I unearthed an electrifying letter in the National Archives from one of the convicted conspirators, Samuel Arnold, to his nemesis, Secretary of War Edwin Stanton. When I found it just months before finishing this book, I was probably the only person to have read it since it was filed into virtual oblivion 143 years earlier. In his distinctively neat, right-sloping script, Arnold had applied for a job three months after enthusiastically signing on to John Wilkes Booth’s madcap scheme to kidnap the president. Even Arnold overlooked this letter in the trial that took place six months after he wrote it, for he never mentioned it to solicit belief that he had wavered in support of the conspiracy.

My luckiest find came in a sprawling warehouse filled with antiques from a consortium of dealers in the quaint Pennsylvania town of New Oxford, ten miles east of Gettysburg. I do not recall why I suddenly looked up after exploring rooms full of aging and rusty exhibits, but the framed page of a broadsheet newspaper caught my eye and I had to buzz the reception desk for help in hauling it down. The glass-enclosed front page had columns of print about a credible plot to abduct President Lincoln and carry him off to the Confederate capital of Richmond. Until that moment I had dismissed a crucial prosecution witness, Louis Weichmann, as a perjurer or at best forgetful, for having testified, “I remember seeing in the New York Tribune of March 19, the capture of President Lincoln fully discussed …” I assumed he meant 1865, the year of the assassination, and had scanned many editions of the Tribune on that and surrounding dates, looking for the story, but had always drawn a blank. Only now did I know why it had eluded me. The framed broadsheet happened to be the same edition Weichmann had referred to in his testimony — the New York Tribune of March 19, 1864. Weichmann, it turned out, had told the truth.

I have always believed Lincoln’s assassination to be the saddest story in American history. This man of inestimable humanity had risen to the presidency, despite a self-described “defective” education, with no one to give him a leg up in life. Many warmed to his abundance of humor, wisdom, compassion, and judgment. Add to that his enviable gift for profound and melodious expression, and it is easy to understand why his legacy continues to resonate. Less evident is the grief that endures among Lincoln devotees. A contemporary mourner likened the national sorrow to a biblical plague, “as though some Herod had robbed each home of its first-born.” The passage of time has in no way diminished the loss; successive generations continue to mourn. I will never forget taking a visitor, the former premier of New South Wales, Australia, on a tour of Lincoln assassination sites in Washington, DC. During the tour, he remarked that he grieves on the anniversary of Abraham Lincoln’s death. Surely this was one measure of the sixteenth president’s place in history.


CHAPTER 1
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“Lincoln Shall Not Pass through Baltimore Alive”

As President-elect Abraham Lincoln’s train prepared to chug noisily out of the Great Western Railroad Depot in Springfield, Illinois, on a cold, wet February 11, 1861, security officials far to the east worked overtime to prevent his assassination. The exhausting railroad journey would take him across half the country before passing through the slave state of Maryland into neighboring Washington, DC, for the inauguration on March 4. Both the state and the nation’s capital teemed with slaveholders and Southern sympathizers impatient for secession and political violence. The most extreme wanted Lincoln dead and his supporters terrorized into silence. A Bostonian visiting Baltimore, who had his head shaved for calling Lincoln a gentleman, wrote the president-elect: “It will be madness for you to attempt to reach Washington at any time.”1 But Lincoln had refused to take special precautions, spurning the offer of a Chicagoan to round up others and accompany him as bodyguards, explaining, “There is no immediate necessity for employing the proffered help.”2 Aware of the tensions that threatened the Union and perhaps his own life, Lincoln told the well-wishers at Springfield, “I now leave not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon [George] Washington.”3

General Winfield Scott, seventy-four, overseeing military defenses in Washington, let slip to a few insiders that the secessionists hoped to kill the president-elect together with anyone in close line of succession and all prominent members of Lincoln’s Republican Party, in the hope of decapitating the Union government and opening the way for rule by Southerners.4 Scott, who at six foot five was the imposing hero of the War of 1812 and the Mexican-American War, found a letter on his own desk vowing that Lincoln, President James Buchanan, and the general himself would be killed by Inauguration Day.5 There was open talk of a coup d’état. Some had threatened to block the tally of presidential electoral votes scheduled to take place inside the US Capitol on February 13. Others vowed to disrupt the inauguration less than three weeks later.6 The capital itself, with a population of sixty-one thousand,7 was in imminent danger of seizure by Maryland secessionists, who wanted to reclaim land that had once belonged to their state.8 A virulently anti-government group, the National Volunteers, had recently evolved from a political association into paramilitary units, their ranks swollen with slaveholders and others angered by the plummeting value of slaves and land since Lincoln’s election.9 Many expected that the organization would take the lead in fomenting violent opposition to the incoming administration. Several hundred members had already stormed the headquarters of the victorious Republican Party in downtown Washington the night Lincoln won the election, firing pistols, ransacking the interior, terrorizing the occupants, and inciting arson before police moved in.10

Rumors were rife, and some people feared that mobs might make good on threats to burn the city. Residents looking grave moved about in a state of anxiety, heightened by the sound of military drums, uneasy at the presence of so many men in uniform, and alarmed by the great number of strangers who had arrived. Washingtonians became suspiciously watchful, some taking to sleeping within easy reach of loaded firearms.11 The sense of peril was palpable. “I am afraid that much is kept from the ears of the timid,” one woman wailed in a letter to her uncle farming twenty-five miles south of Washington.12 Anna Maria Thornton, widow of the first architect of the Capitol, repetitively wrote “gloomy” to register the daily mood in her diary.13 When a salute of thirty-four guns boomed across the city on January 29 to mark the admission of Kansas into the Union, many mistook it for the outbreak of insurrection.14

Even though Scott urged his staff to be vigilant, he cautioned against rash provocation, warning, “We are now in such a state that a dog-fight might cause the gutters of the capital to run with blood.”15

Scott scrambled to bolster the defenses and protect public property. Five weeks before the inauguration he warned Secretary of War Joseph Holt of grave dangers to the capital unless more troops arrived. “It is not necessary to be an alarmist to believe that the Federal metropolis will be at the next inauguration — nay, on 13 February, and even much earlier — in great peril, and I am obliged to add that without a considerable augmentation of troops I do not feel that I can guarantee its safety during the next five days.”16

Intelligence from security agents, spies, informants, and loyalists in almost half the states, even from those in rebellion, confirmed the threat of imminent insurrection and assassination. Word from the latest clandestine meeting of the National Volunteers was that as many as two thousand men devoted to the Confederacy could be relied upon to seize the nation’s capital.17

Scott could not depend on Washington’s militia of about four hundred men, because more than half were suspected of being disloyal and probably would defect to the rebels. The remainder were too inexperienced to be of much use.18 There were only one hundred policemen, with another twenty-eight Capitol police — recently doubled just for the inauguration — whose commander was ready to join the secessionists the moment neighboring Virginia made good on its threat to secede.19 John Blake, commissioner of public buildings, appealed to the secretary of war to arm them with muskets and ammunition because Colt pistols would be inadequate “if the building should be attacked by a considerable force.”20 Blake had the Capitol police in a state of “unusual vigilance” to guard against “surprise by evil-disposed persons” lying in wait to sneak into the building.21 Scott had fewer than five hundred artillerymen, infantry, sappers, and miners, and only 240 marines to deploy. They would be spread thin guarding the city armory and other vulnerable points.22

It was a combustible mix ready to ignite. Only a huge influx of loyalist forces, it seemed, could protect against assassination and save the capital from falling to the rebels. But Scott was hamstrung by regional rivalries, aware that he could not recruit help randomly from any state. “No regiment or company can be brought here from a distance without producing hurtful jealousies in this vicinity,” he wrote the governor of New York. The sole exception, he noted, was the New York Seventh Infantry Regiment, which had become “somewhat national” and highly respected after escorting the remains of President James Monroe from New York to Richmond, Virginia, and for attending the dedication of a statue of George Washington in Washington.23 He would have called for ten thousand men to protect the capital if he had the authority, but he knew President James Buchanan would never acquiesce, believing it would ignite even more fury among secessionists in Virginia and Maryland.24 Scott settled for far fewer, pleading with Secretary of War Holt to transfer to Washington “at once” — or at least several days before the presidential ballot count — artillery batteries from West Point and Fort McHenry, infantrymen temporarily in Texas, and seven companies of volunteers offered by the governor of Maryland.25 A week later he telegraphed a military barracks in Pennsylvania for the immediate dispatch of forty mounted cavalrymen, with the remainder to follow as soon as possible.26

Scott acted boldly. Even though he was aged and infirm, and his glory days long gone, he was still an icon, known by the affectionate nickname Old Fuss and Feathers for his delight in wearing colorful military uniforms. He summoned marines for temporary duty in the city, holding them in readiness to shield the area adjacent to the Capitol from violent street rioters.27 A day before the counting of electoral college ballots in the House of Representatives, Scott fired off orders for the deployment of specific military units to defend the White House, executive departments, and other public buildings. To safeguard against spies, rebels, or anyone else masquerading as officers acting under his authority, he ordered all general staff officers to attach blue scarves over their uniforms from the right shoulder to the left hip, to authenticate their identities to troops.28

Fear of disorder was so great that the House of Representatives had set up a Select Committee in January to report whether any secret organization hostile to the US government existed in the nation’s capital, and whether any of its members might include Federal employees in the executive and judicial branches, or staff in the local administration. Testimony from twenty-four individuals, including the mayor of Washington, General Scott, and the most outspoken opponents of the Federal government, confirmed a rumble of political rage so intense that open warfare seemed inevitable in the nation’s capital. As Lincoln’s train repeatedly stopped before curious, hopeful, and cheering onlookers on its slow journey east, the committee published its mixed findings, declaring that insurgents might attack the Capitol or the District of Columbia if “the surrender should be demanded by a State to which they profess a high degree of allegiance.”29

There was no mistaking the committee’s reference to Maryland, the neighboring border state that had become a powder keg of conflicting political passions. The outcome in Maryland would be key to the future of the nation’s capital. And Lincoln’s train would have to pass through Maryland to reach Washington. For now, the state that surrounded Washington on the north, east, and south was headed by a beleaguered governor, Thomas Hicks, himself an unabashed slaveholder, though as he told the committee, “I am a Union man, and would live and die in the Union.”30

Hicks used all the authority of his office to fend off pressure from Maryland secessionists wanting to convene the legislature, where they had the numbers to vote the state out of the Union.31 Delay, he hoped, would give even zealots time to reflect on their “mad crusade.” Disunion, the governor predicted, would make Maryland the battleground between North and South, because Unionists would never allow secessionists to overrun the nation’s capital.32 The consequences for Maryland would be catastrophic, with death and destruction, bankruptcies, ruinous taxes, depreciation of property, and worse — the abolition of slavery. Hicks, like Scott, had overwhelming evidence that the ultimate goal of secessionists was to remove Maryland from the Union so that it could absorb the national capital. It would then seek international recognition for the entire Confederacy. “The plan contemplates forcible opposition to Mr. Lincoln’s inauguration and consequently civil war upon Maryland soil,” the governor warned citizens of his turbulent state.33 One of his confidential sources, an editor of Washington’s Daily National Intelligencer newspaper, told him the insurrectionists hoped to triumph before Lincoln’s inauguration.34

Though Scott’s reinforcements trickled in to defend Washington, Marylanders remained a graver threat to Lincoln’s life. Several weeks before the president-elect’s train pulled out of Springfield, a distinguished woman walked into the Maryland office of Samuel Felton, president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington & Baltimore Railroad. Dorothea Dix, the pioneer advocate for the mentally ill who would soon take charge of all Union nurses, came to pass on word of treason, murder, and sabotage. She made sure the door was closed before disclosing all she knew from travels in the South of a conspiracy to seize Washington and abort the inauguration — failing which, Lincoln was to be assassinated. Over the next hour she confided that insurgents were conducting military exercises along Felton’s and other railroad lines. They planned to cut every rail and other communication link north, east, and west of the capital to prevent Union troops from coming to the rescue.

Felton rushed a confidant overnight to Washington to brief Scott, but with no apparent effect. The general seemed exasperated by President Buchanan’s failure to prepare for a military showdown and feared Lincoln might have to be inaugurated in the safety of Philadelphia.

A few days later an elderly man walked up to the keeper of the PW&B bridge over the Back River, six miles east of Baltimore. He too knew of secret plans for sabotage and assassination. Respectable and earnest, he insisted on anonymity and on a promise that officials would not put his life at risk by trying to track down his name or residence. Given the assurance, he told the bridge keeper he wanted Felton to know of a plot to burn the bridge just before Lincoln’s train approached it “and in the excitement, to assassinate him.” These Baltimore plotters also were targeting other PW&B bridges, including those nearly a mile long over the Bush and Gunpowder rivers, to prevent troops from being transported down for the defense of Washington. The informant said the saboteurs had combustible materials ready to set the bridges alight and were to disguise themselves as blacks for the attack on Lincoln’s train.35

Felton bought a hundred revolvers to arm the conductors on his trains36 then hurried to Washington to check with sources to help determine whether Baltimore’s police chief, Marshal George Kane, could be trusted to investigate. Was he a Union man? Would he keep the sensitive news to himself? Inexplicably, Felton’s contact was poorly informed and vouched for Kane, who was in reality so enamored of the Confederate cause that he would soon incite rioters against Union troops passing through Baltimore and be imprisoned before heading South to join the Confederate army.

Acting on the flawed opinion, Felton asked Kane to detail a police force to investigate the threat to the bridges. The police chief brusquely dismissed the conspiracy as rumor without foundation. Only then did the railroad president summon Detective Allan Pinkerton, founder of the Chicago-based Pinkerton National Detective Agency, whom he had hired before for an undisclosed “important matter,” which led him to admire the investigator’s “great skill and resources.”37

As Lincoln’s train halted for the president-elect to greet crowds and give speeches in cities and towns along the meandering route eastward, Pinkerton and a single female and eight male assistants dispersed undercover to penetrate militant bands in Maryland. Pinkerton himself opened a bogus stock brokerage firm in Baltimore, a city of 212,000 residents,38 under one of his aliases, John H. Hutchinson. His aides, masquerading as rebellious Southerners from Charleston, New Orleans, and Mobile, infiltrated three companies of paramilitary forces drilling along the railroad lines in the guise of citizens preparing for home defense. The detectives reported by code to Pinkerton that two of the three companies were preparing for rebellion, with plans to burn the bridges and march on Washington. One unsuspecting conspirator talked of “about one thousand men in Baltimore well organized and ready for anything.” They hoped Lincoln would speak to crowds outdoors, where they “would not be surprised if they killed him.”39 Another Baltimorean told an undercover detective, “If our company would draw lots to see who would kill Lincoln, and the lot should fall on me, I would do it willingly.”40

From his own sources, meanwhile, Felton had no doubt that “it was made as certain as strong circumstantial and positive evidence could make it that there was a plot to burn the bridges, destroy the road, and murder Mr. Lincoln on his way to Washington.” He employed some two hundred armed men to guard the bridges and practice drills along the line between the Susquehanna River and Baltimore, about thirty miles southwest. There they also worked as railroad laborers, painting the bridges with half a dozen layers of whitewash heavily dosed with salt and alum to make them almost fireproof. Felton even arranged for a train to be on standby to transport all the forces to a single location if need be.41

Simultaneously, Pinkerton passed himself off as one of the impassioned regulars drawn to Barnum’s Hotel in Baltimore, a majestic, seven-story, red-brick landmark, where the swill of liquor amid the noisy camaraderie of political kin led to careless talk about rebellion and armed resistance. Initially he knew only of a plot to blow up Maryland bridges and ferry boats essential to the railroad that had hired him.42 Then, having won the trust of the would-be saboteurs, he was introduced to the redoubtable Cypriano Ferrandini, one of the apparent ringleaders. Pinkerton was instantly taken by this “fine-looking, intelligent-appearing,” and excitable Italian immigrant barber, who supported the South with such fervor that “his eyes fairly glared and glistened and his whole frame quivered” as they sat in the corner of Barr’s saloon on South Street. Even the seasoned investigator felt himself pulled by “the influence of this man’s strange power.” Ten days earlier Ferrandini had testified uncowed before a select committee of the House of Representatives investigating the possible existence of secret organizations hostile to the government. He had predicted bloodshed if volunteer militiamen from northern states tried to pass through Maryland to defend the capital.43 Now, thinking Pinkerton was a like-minded subversive, the barber volunteered that Lincoln would never be president. He was willing to sacrifice his own life to rid the nation of the president-elect. “Murder of any kind is justifiable and right to save the rights of the Southern people,” he declared. “If I alone must do it, I shall. Lincoln shall die in this city.”44

The following night while Pinkerton eavesdropped on Marshal Kane at Barnum’s Hotel, he heard the police chief discredit the idea of “giving a police escort.” Pinkerton felt certain that this “rabid rebel”45 intended to leave Lincoln exposed to the guns and knives of assassins; he also concluded that he could not expect help from elsewhere, knowing that committed rebels had a lock on local government and the courts.46

Other leads confirmed that the conspirators had shifted their locale for assassination from the bridges and trains to a specific Baltimore railroad depot. Pinkerton learned from the superintendent of the PW&B Railroad that the son of a distinguished Marylander had taken an oath with others to kill Lincoln at this transfer point.47 In this scenario, twenty conspirators, all sworn to secrecy, had drawn lots in a darkened room to determine who would take the life of the president-elect. The assassin was to have drawn a single red ballot, with none of the co-conspirators disclosing the color of their ballots. To make doubly sure the plot succeeded, the leaders had quietly arranged for eight red ballots to be drawn from the hat, so that each of the eight assassins would think he was acting alone. The bloodletting was to take place as Lincoln walked through a narrow vestibule at the Calvert Street Station before boarding a carriage for a change of trains at the Camden Street Station, more than a mile away. The conspirators expected to make their getaway to Virginia in a small chartered steamer, lying in wait in one of the inlets leading into the Chesapeake Bay.48

With the VIP train just days away from Maryland, Pinkerton rushed off a warning note to Norman Judd, a member of Lincoln’s entourage, who was not only a close friend of the president-elect but also the influential chairman of the Illinois Republican Central Committee.49 The alert warned of imminent danger, though Judd kept the tip to himself to avoid panic. More details awaited him during a stopover in Buffalo. But he did not get a personal briefing until he checked into the Astor House in New York City, and then it came from a source whom no one would suspect — Mrs. Kate Warne, in her midthirties and head of Pinkerton’s Female Detective Agency.50 She told Judd the threat was so grave that she had come in person rather than trust the mail. She arranged a secret rendezvous for the following night in Philadelphia, when Pinkerton himself would lay out proof of the conspiracy.

When Lincoln arrived in Philadelphia, he was greeted with boisterous enthusiasm. Tumultuous crowds packed the streets and bells pealed as Lincoln, Judd, and others rode in a procession of barouches and other horse-drawn carriages from the train depot to the Continental Hotel. As the four plumed white horses pulling Lincoln’s carriage neared the corner of Broad and Chestnut streets, a young man broke through police lines and slipped a note to the unsuspecting Judd. It was brief: “St. Louis Hotel. Ask for J.H. Hutchinson.”

Judd did not even pause to hear Lincoln speak from the balcony of the Continental. As fireworks exploded over the festive city, the heavyset lawyer with distinctive flowing gray hair and beard raced over to the St. Louis. For more than two hours Felton and Pinkerton, alias John H. Hutchinson, shared their secrets with Judd. The mood in Baltimore was ugly. The threats and taunts credible. The president-elect’s life was in peril. Pinkerton warned of imminent danger from a class of men “who would deem it an honor to become martyrs in their cause”; desperate men determined “that Lincoln shall not pass through Baltimore alive.” Some, he cautioned, had even spoken of tossing fireballs or hand grenades.51

Judd, who frequently chomped on an unlit cigar,52 needed no more prodding. He was convinced that Lincoln was headed toward a lethal trap. He agreed that the president-elect should be whisked from the city that night, preferably on the eleven o’clock train for Washington. But Judd knew Lincoln well enough to doubt he would consent. He asked Pinkerton, also a trusted acquaintance of the president-elect, to try to persuade him.53

The Continental was jammed with so many well-wishers that Judd and Pinkerton had to sneak in the back door used by servants to reach Lincoln. They told the president-elect everything they knew, then pressed him to take the night train south. But Lincoln was characteristically pensive. He had listened attentively without interruption. Now he calmly asked for more detail. Pinkerton said he thought no more than fifteen or twenty men would be plucky enough to make the attempt on Lincoln’s life. But any assassin could easily mix in with a crowd and in the confusion of the moment open fire.54

Judd worried about negative political consequences if they had to slip into Washington in the dead of night. But they had their hands tied. They would never win public approval for the dash in the darkness, because they would have to withhold all evidence of a plot to protect Pinkerton’s undercover agents. “You will necessarily be subjected to the scoffs and sneers of your enemies,” he warned, “and the disapproval of your friends, who cannot be made to believe in the existence of so desperate a plot.”55

Lincoln was silent and contemplative. Then he said he was prepared to “stand anything that was necessary.” However, as he rose from his chair in Judd’s room, Lincoln quashed all hope of an immediate flight. “I cannot go tonight,” he said. “I have promised to raise the flag over Independence Hall tomorrow morning, and to visit the legislature at Harrisburg.”56 He would agree to any plan — so long as he kept these commitments.

It was an opening Pinkerton had hoped for. He said if Lincoln could leave the state capital of Harrisburg, about ninety miles west of Philadelphia, at dusk the following night, they could arrange a special Pennsylvania Railroad train to take him back from Harrisburg to Philadelphia in time to catch the PW&B train with sleeping cars. Those cars eventually would be coupled to the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad train at Baltimore as it waited to go on to Washington. Lincoln gave a reluctant nod, with the caveat that he would have to bring his wife into the secret plan, and she would probably insist on his being accompanied by his friend and self-styled bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon.57 His tone and manner were decisive, and there was no further discussion.58 Lincoln left the room apparently unafraid, but skeptical of the danger and unconvinced of a plot.59

But then to his surprise he was waylaid by Frederick Seward as he passed through swarms of well-wishers on the way back to his room. Seward had come from Washington and immediately handed over two startling notes that instantly changed Lincoln’s mind. One, from Seward’s father, the designated secretary of state William Seward, urged Lincoln to alter his travel plans on account of alarming news received that morning. “No one here but Gen. Scott, myself, and the bearer is aware of this communication,” Seward wrote.60

The accompanying note, from Scott, relayed a report from the head of a separate team of New York detectives working clandestinely in Baltimore who knew nothing of Pinkerton’s activities. Yet in ominous generalities it mirrored the findings and conclusions of Pinkerton’s survey. The detective from New York feared “serious danger of violence to and assassination of Mr. Lincoln” in his passage through Baltimore. He further reported that he had personally heard men declare that if Lincoln was to be assassinated, “they would like to be the men.” The detective’s findings described the danger as imminent, which local authorities and ordinary residents would be unable to guard against. Like Pinkerton, the other detective recommended avoiding all risk by secretly switching Lincoln’s travel arrangements so that he would slip through Baltimore by the night train.61

The danger of assassination was stark. The corroborating evidence weighty. Professional rivals who would later squabble in public for the sole credit of whisking the president-elect out of harm’s way had simultaneously offered dire warnings. Lincoln was no longer in doubt, though some years would pass before he publicly acknowledged that “I now believed such a plot to be in existence.”62 But he would not cancel appearances in Philadelphia and Harrisburg. His advisers would have to plan around those as he left them and went to bed.

While Lincoln slept, Pinkerton crisscrossed Philadelphia throughout the night to put in place an elaborate scheme of deception in a frantic race to bamboozle any mobs and would-be assassins. He conferred with only a handful of loyal and trusted top executives with authority to reroute trains and sever telegraph lines. Success depended on stealth and clockwork efficiency. If it failed, then the man elected to the presidency might not make it alive to Washington for his inauguration.

Past midnight Pinkerton received an assurance from the superintendent of the Pennsylvania Railroad that a special train would pull up half a mile from the Harrisburg depot to speed Lincoln incognito back to Philadelphia.63

A top aide to the head of the American Telegraph Company was asleep when Pinkerton’s horse-drawn hack pulled up outside his Philadelphia home. Only hours remained before Lincoln was scheduled to speak at Independence Hall. The detective told him of the scheme to smuggle Lincoln out of Harrisburg after sunset. He directed the aide to go very early to the telegraph office, enlist “a practical telegraph climber,” and board the president-elect’s 9 AM train for Harrisburg. There they would cut the telegraph lines to isolate Harrisburg from the outside world until the following daybreak, and to sever telegraphic communication all the way along the railroad route to Baltimore, so that no one would be able to report Lincoln’s movements until he arrived in Washington.64

As dawn neared, the weary detective streamlined the ruses and subterfuge that would hopefully outmaneuver Lincoln’s enemies. All southbound trains were to be sidelined to clear the track from Harrisburg, so that Lincoln’s special unlit carriage, parked half a mile outside the Pennsylvania capital, could soon barrel through the darkness back to Philadelphia. Telegraph lines between both cities would be cut to prevent any instant communication between conspirators monitoring Lincoln’s movements. But for everything to fall into place Lincoln would still have to go unnoticed as he boarded his carriage at Harrisburg, and later when he switched trains at Philadelphia. The risk remained of chance recognition by railroad employees or fellow passengers. Saboteurs might also be hidden anywhere along miles of unguarded railroad tracks. To minimize discovery, Lincoln would be accompanied by Pinkerton and only a few others. If all worked well, the man elected to be the sixteenth president would arrive in Washington at dawn the following day, when everyone would still expect him to be in Harrisburg.

At 6 AM on George Washington’s birthday, Friday, February 22, 1861, Lincoln made his scheduled appearance at Independence Hall, the historic eighteenth-century red-brick birthplace of the Declaration of Independence and the US Constitution. Despite the early hour, rapturous crowds gave him an ovation. They cheered when he said he would rather be assassinated than surrender the principles of liberty enshrined in the Declaration of Independence. But then, as if regretting that he had spoken of assassination, he said his remarks were unprepared. “I may, therefore, have said something indiscreet, but I have said nothing but what I am willing to live by, and, in the pleasure of Almighty God, die by.”65

His long, muscular arms, which had served him well as a wrestler in his young manhood, now pulled on the halyards as the Stars and Stripes rose and flapped in the breeze. The crowd roared as the ensign of the Republic reached the top of the staff, signaling the moment for cannons to boom and a band to strike up “The Star Spangled Banner.”66

In Baltimore, only ninety miles southwest, flags fluttered conspicuously all over town as military companies paraded and loyal Unionists excitedly prepared for Lincoln’s arrival at one o’clock the next day. “There are no palmetto flags in our midst,” rejoiced one staunch Republican — he was referring to the flag of South Carolina, which just the previous month had become the first state to secede — “and I hope they never appear in our little state of Maryland.” But the observer could not suppress a sense of unease when writing that night to an out-of-towner: “I have no doubt there will be a good deal of pushing and crowding, hissing etc. I hope our new police will be on hand and goodly members, and put down any disturbance that may arise.”67

Within hours, the president-elect was on a train bound for the state capital at Harrisburg. Judd waited until they were alone before telling Lincoln what they had planned. He wanted permission to brief key members of the traveling entourage, who were already suspicious of something being discussed behind their backs. Lincoln consented, even though he had already resigned himself to the ridicule he knew would be heaped on him. “I reckon they will laugh at us, Judd, but you had better get them together.”68

Although Lincoln accepted the plan, not everyone in his entourage approved of it. Outraged that anyone would force a detour upon the man elected to the presidency, military aide Colonel Edwin Sumner fumed, “I’ll get a squad of cavalry, sir, and cut our way to Washington, sir!”

“Probably before that day comes,” Judd interjected, “the inauguration day will have passed. It is important that Mr. Lincoln should be in Washington on that day.”

There was silence as Judge David Davis, one of Lincoln’s closest friends from earlier years in Illinois when they rode the judicial circuit together, asked the president-elect what he thought of the plan.

“Unless there are some other reasons, beside fear of ridicule, I am disposed to carry out Judd’s plan,” Lincoln said.

“That settles the matter, gentlemen,” the judge declared.69

Harrisburg was festive and swollen with an influx of thousands of revelers come to witness the military parade with marching bands in honor of George Washington’s birthday. A gun salute greeted the arrival of the president-elect in the early afternoon. One of the banners strung across buildings proclaimed PENNSYLVANIA LOYAL TO THE UNION WELCOMES THE PRESIDENT TO THE CAPITAL. Lincoln attended a reception in the domed state legislative building and acknowledged the cheers of thousands gathered for his appearance on a balcony of The Jones House, a hotel brilliantly illuminated with gas lights and decked with flags at every window.70

As darkness fell during a late-afternoon dinner with Pennsylvania’s Governor Andrew Curtin at The Jones House, Lincoln confided that he was pained and surprised to hear that his life was in danger. But even though concerned about his personal safety and the peace of the country, at no time did he show any sign of fear or alarm.71

Shortly before 6 PM a carriage drove up to the side door of the hotel, and Lincoln, on cue, announced he was not feeling well. He went up to his room, changed from a formal dinner suit to traveling clothes, and exited from the back door. Then he put on a soft wool hat of a kind he had never worn before, which had been given to him in New York. Lamon, his tall, bulky friend and bodyguard, joined him in the carriage. So too did two top officials of the Pennsylvania Railroad. As Sumner, the military aide, approached the carriage, Judd gently waylaid him, explaining as he blocked the irate colonel from joining Lincoln’s entourage, now limited in number so it would attract less attention: “When we get to Washington Mr. Lincoln shall determine what apology is due to you.”72

Meanwhile, the telegraphic lineman detailed to deaden the lines in Harrisburg had completed his task. Accompanied by two colleagues, he had carried tools and a coil of copper wire as they walked through parts of the city, tracing the path of the cables while looking for specific lines to sabotage. At a point two miles south of the state capitol, the lineman climbed a pole and placed the fine copper ground wire on the lines, instantly severing the link between Harrisburg and Baltimore. To make sure, he went to the telegraph office in Harrisburg, where he learned of his successful sabotage when an unwitting operator told him the line to Baltimore was out of order.73 The telegraphic lineman’s manager sat in his Philadelphia office as backup throughout the night to ensure that no messages passed over the wires between Harrisburg and Baltimore. The single exception was a coded early-evening confirmation of Lincoln’s departure for Philadelphia.74

The president-elect and his entourage rode to a crossing just below Harrisburg where the lone passenger car, hitched to a locomotive, waited in the dark to whisk them secretly to Philadelphia. If any outsider wondered why they had been idling on the tracks at the city’s perimeter, he was to be told it had been requisitioned to transport railroad officials to Philadelphia. The lamps inside were unlit as the train sliced through the darkened countryside. When they stopped at Downington, a village some twenty miles west of Philadelphia, to take on water, everyone but Lincoln got out to eat. Someone brought him a roll and a cup of tea.75

The stumpy train pulled into the West Philadelphia depot of the Pennsylvania Railroad after 10 PM. The group disembarked and boarded a carriage for the PW&B depot to continue their journey to Baltimore. Pinkerton guided Lincoln and Lamon into a carriage, while the superintendent of the PW&B Railroad Company sat beside the driver. They dared not be early because they would be conspicuous waiting for the connecting train, so they passed the time driving slowly through the city, pretending now to be on the lookout for someone.

Shortly before 11 PM the PW&B Railroad official guided the driver into Carpenter Street, and they stepped from the carriage in an unlit area near a yard fence close to the depot. Lincoln wore a muffler around his neck, a soft black Kossuth hat on his head, and an overcoat over the shoulders of his six-foot-four frame, with sleeves dangling free. He carried a traveling bag in one hand and leaned with the other on Pinkerton’s arm, stooping to disguise his height as they walked toward the end of the train where the sleeping berths were located. To minimize the chance of the president-elect being recognized as he entered the train and pushed his way through the narrow passageway, a top railroad official had earlier that day followed the plan of Detective Kate Warne to hoodwink the sleeping-car supervisor into thinking Lincoln was an “invalid” who had special permission to board with two assistants.

With Lincoln safely aboard and no sign of trouble, the PW&B official walked toward the conductor carrying a bogus package of newspapers addressed to another of Pinkerton’s aliases, E.J. Allen, Willard’s Hotel, Washington. The conductor had strict orders not to let the train move out until this package, ostensibly from the president of the railroad company, was handed over in person. At 10:55 PM the conductor took possession and signaled the engineer to pull out. The train was five minutes behind schedule.76 No one aboard, save for Pinkerton and Lamon, knew of the illustrious man’s presence. When the conductor did his rounds taking tickets, Pinkerton gave him one for the curtained-off “sick man.”77

Throughout the ride to Washington, Pinkerton was alert and watchful. Whenever they came to a bridge he stood on the platform, looking for the telltale white lights from his agents’ lanterns, signaling All’s Well. Each time he returned to give Lincoln a positive report. As they passed through Havre de Grace, about twenty-five miles northeast of Baltimore, the sleepless president-elect remarked to Pinkerton, “We are getting along very well. I think we are on time.”78 Lincoln did not sleep throughout the night, but he never appeared to Pinkerton to be anything but “cool, calm, and collected.”79

In Baltimore, the conspirators were caught off guard. As the train pulled into the President Street Depot at 3:30 AM, the city was quiet. Men with rage and violence in their hearts now slept as if tranquilized. Later that day rogues would curse and jeer when they learned how they had been cheated and trumped. But for now the depot was all but deserted.

The master machinist of the PW&B Railroad, who had been the first to give Pinkerton inklings of assassination, boarded the sleeping car at his company’s depot in Baltimore and whispered to the detective, “All is right.”80 It was welcome news. But the long night’s journey was not yet over. It took only a few minutes for the cars to be hauled in the customary manner by horses across deserted Pratt Street, then coupled to the Baltimore & Ohio train at Camden Street Station.81 At 4 AM the quiet was broken to the amusement of some by an Irishman banging a club against a wooden booth in a futile attempt to waken the ticket agent inside.

Pinkerton was the only one to leave the car during its thirty-minute stopover in Baltimore. When he returned, Lincoln was still wide awake and began telling jokes, which he always delivered with such verve and delight that listeners recalled them long afterward.82

A cabinet secretary would remember decades later one of Lincoln’s stories, told on another occasion, about a man so enamored of Revolutionary War relics that when he heard of an old lady who still had the dress she had worn as a young girl in that earlier era, he made a special excursion to ask if he might see it. She obliged by opening a drawer and laying it out before him. Rapturously, he held it up, remarking, “Were you the dress that this young lady, once young and blooming, wore in the time of Washington? No doubt when you came home from the dressmaker she kissed you as I do now.” With that, he kissed it heartily. The old lady looked at this foolishness over old clothing and spoke up. “Stranger, if you want to kiss something old you had better kiss my ass. It’s sixteen years older than my dress.”83

As so often in the past, Lincoln’s timely jokes provided comic relief from tension, this time as his anxious colleagues hoped for uneventful passage to Washington.

Dawn had already broken when the train came to a final halt inside the long, dreary B&O Railroad Depot in Washington, within sight of the Capitol two blocks south and a little more than a mile east of the White House. Almost immediately Congressman Elihu Washburne of Illinois, Lincoln’s longtime friend who had been singled out and briefed by Washington insiders on the closely guarded arrival time, recognized Lincoln standing on the platform. “Abe, you can’t play that one on me!” he joked as he came forward with outstretched hand. Pinkerton and Lamon, not recognizing Washburne, rushed to block his path, but Lincoln quickly stopped them. “Don’t strike him!” Lincoln ordered. “It is Washburne. Don’t you know him?”84

Lincoln’s carriage arrived at Willard’s, the city’s most elegant hotel, a mere block from the White House. Its celebrated lobby was invariably lively with hordes of influence peddlers, lobbyists, and office seekers alert for opportunities to move in on the constant presence of notables, public officials, and elected office holders. Lincoln was greeted with transparent relief by William Seward, who had been waiting conspicuously alone in the lobby since before 6 AM, to the astonishment of the few people about at that early hour.85 Seward was effusively thankful that the president-elect had eluded the danger by taking a “secret passage” to Washington.86

Though unprepared for Lincoln’s sudden arrival, the hotel management hastily provided him with a suite of five elegant rooms overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue, the broad inaugural parade route along which he hoped to ride in less than two weeks.87

While Lincoln rested, then breakfasted privately,88 Pinkerton hurried off to the telegraph office to send a prearranged coded message to Judd and insiders from the railroad and telegraph companies, reassuring them of Lincoln’s arrival by writing Plums had delivered Nuts safely.89

As expected, the president-elect was derided and caricatured in the newspapers and magazines for the manner in which he arrived in the nation’s capital. A reporter for the New York Times wrote a fanciful account of Lincoln wearing “a Scotch plaid cap and a very long military cloak, so that he was entirely unrecognizable.”90 These wholly imaginative details were a boon to cartoonists. In one drawing Lincoln was portrayed as something of a dim-witted country bumpkin, easing open the doors of a railroad freight car to see if the coast was clear while a cat with arched back hissed at him.91

Mrs. Lincoln and their sons, Robert, seventeen, Willie, ten, and Thomas “Tad,” seven, arrived with their entourage that evening. A fourth son, Eddie, had died eleven years earlier at age three. Later in a private parlor in the hotel the president-elect asked Margaret Williams, daughter of a prominent Pennsylvania state legislator, to sing for him. When she asked what kind of music he liked, Lincoln replied, “Sing me something sad.” The young woman, whom Mrs. Lincoln had invited to join her in the train journey from Harrisburg to Washington, sang “Alone,” a ballad with the mournful refrain Under thy window I sing alone, Alone; ah! love, alone. As she sang, she thought the president-elect’s face was the saddest she had ever seen, until he smiled, and then it was transformed into what she would always remember as “one of the most attractive.”92

Many more Washingtonians got their first startled glimpse of the president-elect when he took Seward’s pew in fashionable St. John’s Church opposite the White House the following morning. It put to rest fears that he would not make it to Washington alive. But Lincoln’s appearance and demeanor raised doubts about his fitness or ability to hold the highest office in the land during particularly turbulent times. “There was no sign of refinement and education about him,” observed White House neighbor and famed explorer Admiral Charles Wilkes. “A tall, ill gainly, awkward individual with no manners or address, a raw-boned Western man with a long, ungainly stride … and to all appearances stupid.”93

However, one office seeker who spoke with the president-elect shortly after his arrival in Washington found him to be “very pleasant, full of jokes, and as quick as a mouse.”94 His simple ways would always surprise strangers. An attendee at a White House reception three years later was flabbergasted when Lincoln, with white cotton gloves, shook his hand, saying “How do, sir!”95 But as the chief executive became better known, few mocked his intelligence based upon his lugubrious appearance. A White House visitor noted Lincoln’s “long, thin, and angular” body, then affectionately described him as “the quintescent extract of awkward grace and courteousness.”96 A French visitor to Lincoln’s White House office took Europeans to task for expecting “the former Mississippi boatman” to have the manners of a king or a prince. “Slang comes easily to his tongue,” noted the Frenchman, who was jolted by the president’s awkward posture. “Partly rigid and partly loose-jointed; he doesn’t seem to know how to carry his great height.”97 In time, many would warm to his puckish sense of humor, evident from his days as a boy, when he had amused himself with playful verse:

Abraham Lincoln

His hand and pen

He will be good

But God knows when.98

It would not be long before skeptics began to reassess Lincoln and admire his talent for relating the topic at hand to anecdotal wisdom or an amusing tale, as when he hailed a notorious lecher who had just returned home from California. “Well, Jim, how was your favorite pursuit out there?” he asked. “I suppose you found it like the boy’s ginger bread: he said he never saw anything he liked so much that he got so little of.”99

While the president-elect paid courtesy calls on congressmen, Supreme Court justices, and other notables, revelers streamed into the muddy capital for the quadrennial pageant. But the tense state of alert held. Sharpshooters looked down from rooftops, and armed units were deployed around city hall and Willard’s Hotel. The city was like an armed camp, fortified by many more reliable troops than General Scott had anticipated. The District of Columbia assembled two thousand armed men, supported by additional cavalry, infantry, and artillery from the neighboring municipality of Georgetown.100 The visibility of so many armed loyalists had apparently saved the capital from being overrun by secessionists. In the opinion of Charles Sumner of Massachusetts, one of the foremost abolitionist senators of the day, Congress would have been forced to convene in the safety of Independence Hall in Philadelphia had it not been for Scott’s deployment of massive military manpower.101

Yet warnings of assassination continued. An anonymous letter dated February 21 and postmarked Dansville, New York, arrived at the president-elect’s hotel warning, “A club of unprincipled wretches, secessionists every one, have held a meeting and sworn to take your life in two weeks by assassination. One of their number left Rochester for Washington Friday last. I do not know the manner, the means, or the time. I have wronged you. I have hated you, but I never was nor can be a murderer. Take every precaution for safety. Be surrounded only by staunch friends on 4th March.”102

Throughout the succession of alarms, Lincoln’s principal private secretary, John Nicolay, was blithely unruffled. Well before Lincoln began the cross-country train ride, Nicolay had dismissed the possibility of an insurrection in Washington as “scarcely well-founded, as yet.”103 Now, from the discomfort of “sorry accommodations” forced upon him by a fully booked Willard’s Hotel, Nicolay wrote to his fiancée: “There is not the least apprehension about trouble at the inauguration. That cloud has blown over.”104

His confidence was not shared by many others. Luther Barnett Bruen was one of countless arrivals flooding the capital “in a wild hunt” for jobs from the incoming administration. “I saw a man today who went to Baltimore to ferret out the conspiracy to assassinate Mr. Lincoln,” he wrote to his wife in Dayton, Ohio, a day before the inauguration. “He thinks an attempt will be made to take his life tomorrow. If it is, there will be a lively time. I shall not be surprised myself if his life is attempted.”105

But the show of overwhelming force was apparently enough to abort any uprising. Bruen explained to his wife after the inauguration that nearly everyone was armed “and the Southerners were very mad. It would not have taken very much to have started a bloody fight.”106

On March 4 President Buchanan, delayed at the Capitol signing last-minute legislation, arrived at Willard’s more than an hour behind schedule. Inauguration Day in Washington was as warm as a summer’s day even though winter was weeks from over.107 At ten minutes after noon, Buchanan and his successor, sharing an open carriage, led the colorful procession of vehicles, horses, and marching dignitaries past tens of thousands of jubilant spectators jostling along the edges of Pennsylvania Avenue. The presidential carriage moved within a protective security bubble — a company of sappers and miners in front, double files of cavalry on the flanks, and District of Columbia infantry and riflemen marching behind. Unseen along the length of the parade route were sharpshooters on the roofs of buildings, with orders to scan windows on the opposite side and open fire if need be. Throughout the procession a colonel used his spurs to irritate his horse and upset the calm of other cavalry so that an assassin would have difficulty taking aim at Lincoln.108 All the while other cavalrymen blocked off side streets by moving down the outer edges of the avenue as the procession progressed. Parade participants, who had restlessly assembled at city hall for more than three hours, primped and frolicked along the route without incident.109 Prominent among the decorated “cars” was an ornamented vehicle, drawn by six white horses with signs proclaiming UNION. Aboard were thirty-four young girls dressed in white, each representing one of the Union’s states and territories.110 Few among the multitudes could imagine that in just one month the festooned Capitol to which Lincoln was headed would be the living quarters for as many as three thousand Union soldiers, and an oversize pantry for the thirteen thousand barrels of flour required to feed them.111

Lincoln took his seat in the dignified chamber of the newly constructed extension to the Senate wing for the formal inauguration of Vice President Hannibal Hamlin. The small wooden desks assigned each legislator were temporarily replaced by plush chairs for Supreme Court justices, senators, diplomats in full court dress, and other dignitaries.

The formal ceremony over, Lincoln walked in slow procession through the rotunda to the outside platform beneath the east portico, where an estimated ten thousand spectators awaited the historic moment.112 Large numbers of plainclothes policemen mingled with the multitudes, who were held in check at the base of the steps by a loyal battalion of District of Columbia troops in response to a tip that secessionists would blow up the platform. Two riflemen in each window of the House and Senate wings overlooking the platform stood ready to cut down any armed assassin.113 The sixteenth president, towering above others, raised his right hand and swore to the best of his ability to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

His inaugural address focused immediately on the Constitution and the limits imposed on his powers. Reaching out to reassure political foes who would break with the Union, Lincoln vowed to abide by constitutional restraints. He did not have the power to interfere with slavery where it already existed, and he had no intention of doing so. But he insisted that the Union was perpetual, and that the Constitution had been written “to form a more perfect union.” It could not be rescinded unless all sides agreed.

For the first time Washingtonians at large would hear the rhythm of biblical cadences that became the hallmark of his speeches. Not since Thomas Jefferson had an American president given such clarity to content and sheathed it in such lilting language. “A disruption of the Federal Union, heretofore only menaced, is now formidably attempted,” he continued. “One section of our country believes slavery is right, and ought to be extended, while the other believes it is wrong, and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute,” he declared. There need be no bloodshed or violence, and there would be none, he promised, unless forced upon the national authority. With the wisdom of a self-educated lawyer who had emerged from rural pennilessness, Lincoln called for reason and reflection: “Suppose you go to war, you cannot fight always; and when, after much loss on both sides, and no gain on either, you cease fighting, the identical old questions, as to terms of intercourse, are again upon you.” He had shown forbearance and understanding. Now as he neared the end of his speech he would display something of the determination that would sustain him during the long years of fratricidal bloodletting. “In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. You can have no conflict without being yourselves the aggressors. You have no oath registered in heaven to destroy the government, while I shall have the most solemn one to ‘preserve, protect and defend it.’”

It would have been summons enough to bring his countrymen back from the brink. But Lincoln made one final appeal for his foes to remember the common heritage and shared legacies that had made them a people and bequeathed them a nation. “We must not be enemies. Though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union when again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”114

It was a bravura performance, giving hope to many that this new leader might yet rescue the country from a deteriorating feud. Benjamin Brown French, sixty, chief marshal for the inaugural ceremonies, was delighted, almost euphoric. In the last few days he had spoken several times with the president-elect and was so taken with his unassuming manner that he was convinced Lincoln would make “a first-rate president.”115 He was more certain than ever after listening to the president’s first address. “It is exactly what we Union men want,” he confided to his journal. “It is the right tone and spirit, and is evidence as strong as proof from Holy writ, that the United States of America is no longer to be triumphed over as if it were a coward and dared not protect itself. Some of us will now try to show the South that we have a Union to defend, peaceably if we can and forcibly if we must.”116

French was so overjoyed that when the parade ended, he took the thirty-four girls from the decorated Union “car” to the White House reception and introduced them to the president. Lincoln first asked permission, then kissed them all.117 It was a welcome diversion from the inherited burdens of state. Less than three weeks had passed since he had left Springfield, Illinois, telling well-wishers that he did not know whether he would ever return, and that the task before him was greater than that which had rested upon George Washington.118

John Nicolay was cheerfully confident as he prepared to be Lincoln’s right-hand man in the White House. But in another letter to his fiancée the day after the swearing in, there was an edge of caution: “Mr. Lincoln is inaugurated. For the present, you need have no apprehensions of danger to him or those about him.”119

Others were less confident, and General Scott directed an avowed Lincoln loyalist, Major David Hunter, to take charge of security at the Lincoln White House. During the election campaign Hunter had tipped off Lincoln to subversive talk at a Kansas army base, where he had overheard an officer vowing to block Lincoln’s inauguration. The president-elect had subsequently invited Hunter to accompany him to Washington. The officer set up his nightly headquarters in the East Room of the White House for the first six weeks of the new administration, supervising some one hundred volunteer guards.120

Their tenure had no sooner ended than an alert went out in anticipation of a rebel attack on the city. Civil war had erupted on April 12 with the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter, at Charleston, South Carolina. Lincoln’s immediate summons for volunteers to rally to the ranks of the Union army led to Virginia’s secession on April 17.

That night some two hundred notables, mostly from western states in Washington on business, were summoned to the concert room in Willard’s Hotel, organized into a squad, supplied with breech-loading rifles and twelve rounds of ammunition each, and drilled for several hours in accordance with the army manual. They were ordered to be ready at any time for immediate deployment. The novices waited throughout the night before standing down without incident. Likewise that night, cavalrymen who had recently been stationed in Texas joined hundreds of infantrymen and artillerists at the Long Bridge over the Potomac River to repel any attempt by insurrectionists to invade from Virginia. In the morning about six hundred troops arrived from Harrisburg and immediately took up quarters inside the US Capitol, while the city awaited the entry of an identical number of Rhode Islanders later that day. Meanwhile meals were ordered for almost five hundred more Pennsylvanians and sixty Minnesotans scheduled to arrive by special trains the following day. If, as expected, they were stoned or jeered at on their path through Baltimore, at least one armed volunteer in Washington forecast they would “charge bayonets on their opponents and lay a few of them out cold.”121

Even though the city stiffened with armed and loyal Unionists, it would be months before a soldier could justifiably write home that “Washington is in no more danger than a dead man coming to life again.”122


CHAPTER 2
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A Presidential Envelope Marked “Assassination”

Assassination could not be ruled out, for Abraham Lincoln was now at the helm of a government despised by millions in open rebellion. The first threatening letters had come in shortly after he won the Republican Party’s nomination in 1860. They made him “a little uncomfortable,” but after the hate mail became more frequent, the threats no longer alarmed him. He even joked about expecting “a regular installment of this kind of correspondence.”1 But it was never distant from his mind. He kept some of the letters tucked away in his White House desk drawer, in an envelope he had marked “Assassination.”2

But for all his apparent calm, Lincoln was never able to shake off the vivid memory of a ghostly illusion seen on the day of his election to the presidency in 1860 when, lying on a couch, he had glimpsed the double image of his face in a mirror on his desk. One of his faces was normal, but the other, three inches above, looked faded and much paler. Startled, he had walked over to the mirror for a closer look, whereupon the double image vanished, only to reappear when he lay down again. Even though the haunting image reappeared one more time a few days later, Lincoln’s best efforts to re-create the experience had failed. It had left him “with a little pang, as if something uncomfortable had happened.” When he described the eerie sight to his wife she was troubled, instantly taking it as a bad omen. She told him it was a sign he would be reelected, but she thought the paler face might be an omen that he would not live through his second term.3

In time Lincoln would become a fatalist, resigned to the hazards of office and the risks of the times. He accepted that no amount of vigilance could thwart a determined assassin, reasoning that he “would not be dying all the while.”4 To guard against all menace he would have to shut himself up in an iron box.5 On numerous occasions during the four years following his first inauguration he tried to make light of it, reassuring confidants that if he was not troubled, they should not be. Once, when shown two anonymous letters threatening his murder, Lincoln laughingly replied, “If they kill me, they will run the risk of getting a worse man.”6

At times he would throw aside all caution and walk to the theater accompanied only by a friend. Invariably he did this for his own amusement to surprise the theater management, who would only just have received notice of his attendance that night.7

Lincoln pressed on with the normalcy of his routines, even in the face of very public pronouncements of grave danger to his person. Three years after the first inauguration a correspondent of the New York Daily Tribune reported an elaborate plot to kidnap the president and carry him off to Richmond, capital of the Confederacy, failing which he would be assassinated. The front page report detailed how 150 conspirators were to infiltrate the Union bastions of Washington and adjacent Georgetown as well as the port cities of Baltimore and Alexandria, Virginia. At a date to be determined by their leader, some would seize the president “at a quiet hour” at the White House, or while he was going to or returning from church, “or on some other favorable occasion,” then thrust him into a carriage and gallop south. More than two dozen armed horsemen would join them a few miles out of the city, giving way to relays of riders on fresh horses until they reached the settlement of Indian Head on the banks of the Potomac River, about twenty-five miles south of the capital. There Lincoln was to be bundled into a boat and taken across the river to Occoquan, Virginia, then smuggled by night through the woods to Confederate lines. To prevent pursuit, some of the conspirators were detailed to mine the bridges and blow them up once the abductors had crossed over. Heavy trees, almost cut through at their bases, were to be toppled to block the roads at various points along the escape route. The newspaper correspondent quoted a source in Richmond familiar with the kidnapping plot who was so confident of success that he boasted, “You will see Old Abe here in the spring as sure as God.”8

Eight months after this conspiracy was widely publicized, metropolitan policeman Thomas Pendel began guard duty at the White House and walked a quarter mile with the president to the residence of the secretary of war. As they exited the front door of the executive mansion, Lincoln remarked, “I have received a great many threatening letters, but I have no fear of them.”9 It was obvious that he felt hamstrung and confined when the cavalry guard accompanied him, but at no time did he countermand the orders of their superiors to protect him.10

White House security was abysmally inadequate and lax. Lincoln was in the White House almost four years with only two night watchmen and not a single daytime guard. Thieves once took advantage of this by ripping off wallpaper and stealing a lace curtain from a window in the East Room. Others had cut a square yard out of a rich silk damask curtain and even snatched cords, tassels, and half of the gilded shields supporting the curtains at the sides of windows in the elegant Green Room. Congress had for years ignored the exasperated appeals of Benjamin Brown French, commissioner of public buildings, for more guards to “prevent these depradations.”11 He had to make do with a sign that asked visitors to respect the furnishings, which belonged to the government.12

Security around the chief executive was at times so offhand that eight groundsmen were regularly ordered for duty as coachmen and house servants after they had finished their regular full day’s employment. These same men doubled as nocturnal guards and watchmen when Lincoln stayed at the Soldiers’ Home, a presidential retreat several miles north of the White House, during the clammy summer months.13

In the winter of 1865 William Crook, twenty-six, a two-year veteran of the Washington police force, arrived at the White House to serve as a self-described personal bodyguard to the president. Late one night in February of that year Crook walked with the president across the western grounds, past the box trees and up the stairs of the imposing War Department building. The walk was a regular ritual for Lincoln, who during the Civil War spent more time at the War Department than anywhere but the White House. It was the nerve center of the Union’s sprawling military machine. Inside, on the second floor overlooking Pennsylvania Avenue and historic Lafayette Square, was the military telegraph office with its cipher machines and the young cryptographers upon whom the president was so dependent for updates on troop movements and battlefields.

Many worried about the president’s safety when he walked alone in the open space between his residence and the War Department. His wife was as anxious as others but no more successful in reining him in. “You know you are surrounded with danger,” Mary Todd Lincoln would caution. To which he would reply, “All imagination. What does anyone want to harm me for? Don’t worry about me, mother, as if I were a little child.”14

She fretted so often that one night, to quell her anxiety, he took an oak cane with him to the War Department. But he knew it would be ineffective against an assassin. As he walked from the War Department back to the White House with his friend, the eminent journalist Noah Brooks, he remarked, “I long ago made up my mind that if anybody wants to kill me, he will do it. There are a thousand ways of getting at a man if it is desired that he should be killed.”15

One night Lincoln and a guard were on the steps of the War Department when a suspicious man passed by and glared at the president. Lincoln stared back and said later that the man exactly matched the description of a would-be assassin he had been warned about in a letter received the night before.16

He was stalked and targeted without letup. One night in August 1862 a lone gunman almost succeeded when his bullet cut clean through Lincoln’s plug hat as the president rode alone near the Soldiers’ Home. Lincoln again made light of it, telling his friend Lamon that the gunman may well have been a hunter who had not even targeted him.17

More recently Secretary of War Edwin Stanton had tried to prevent him walking along the tree-lined footpath from the back door of the War Department to the White House, but Lincoln had answered, “I don’t believe there’s any danger there, day or night.” Still, Stanton prevailed, and the two men took the secretary of war’s carriage along the well-lit stretch of Pennsylvania Avenue back to the adjacent executive mansion.18

By the time the city readied for Lincoln’s second inaugural the war was nearing its end. Fear of assassination had receded, and security was looser and more relaxed. Lincoln’s equestrian generals had the Confederates on the run or hunkered down under siege, and confidence had returned to Washington.

The pulse of the South was feeble. More Southerners would die before long, but the toll already was ghastly. An estimated six hundred thousand, on both sides, had fallen during Lincoln’s first term. Fertile fields in the North and the South would lie fallow for generations, becoming sacred and windswept monuments to victors and vanquished alike. In time they would also belong to “the mystic chords of memory.”19

Lincoln had not expected to win election in November 1864 to a second term, because the war had dragged on for so long without resolution or letup in fatalities. Almost four years had elapsed since the Confederate forces had shown their mettle by routing Union troops at Manassas, Virginia, sending Washingtonian picnickers scampering back to the capital instead of witnessing the anticipated thrashing of their foe and an early end to hostilities. Abler and more daring Southern generals had won epic battles and even savaged Union forces at clashes they had lost. The lexicon of military battlefields with staggering tallies of dead had broadened with the additions of Shiloh, Bull Run, Antietam, Fredericksburg, Murfreesboro, Chancellorsville, Vicksburg, Gettysburg, Chickamauga, the Wilderness, and Spotsylvania. Lincoln had replaced his top generals several times in vain hopes of finding a man bold enough to bring overall victory. Three years had dragged by before he placed Ulysses S. Grant in command, confident that at last he had a champion, both resolute and daring, to defeat the enemy.

However, the summer of 1864 had not brought the victories he needed to give hope to dejected Unionists. Grant had failed to smash Confederate forces under command of the equally able Robert E. Lee, even though Lincoln’s top general had been prepared to suffer huge casualties, losing more than fifty thousand Union troops in a month of clashes at the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, and Cold Harbor. Grant’s siege of Petersburg, a railroad center south of Richmond, underlined the seemingly endless stalemate as it stretched beyond the summer and fall. Everything seemed bleak as Lincoln prepared for an inglorious end to his presidency.

By contrast, Southerners were so confident that when British prime minister Lord Palmerston asked the unaccredited Confederate commissioner in London that summer what his side would do if they captured Washington, James Mason replied, “It would be destroyed, not vindictively, but to keep the enemy at a distance.”20

Ten weeks before the election Lincoln gloomily forecast his own political demise. He would not concede that his policies were wrong, nor that an alternative would bring an honorable peace. He could never agree to compromise on slavery, which his Democratic Party opponents were willing to do to stop the casualties and end the war. It would therefore “be my duty,” he wrote in a memo to himself, “to so co-operate with the President-elect as to save the Union between the election and the inauguration; as he will have secured his election on such ground that he cannot possibly save it afterwards.”21

But one week after that note to himself the funereal mood evaporated with General William Sherman’s capture of Atlanta, Georgia. It was the victory Lincoln had yearned for, and the exhilarated North responded with political support. The great burden of war was still there, but victory was no longer an illusion. Reinvigorated and galvanized, the loyal states gave Lincoln a landslide victory over his would-be Democratic usurper, General George McClellan, whom Lincoln had dismissed two years earlier for chronic caution and indecisiveness.

Men, women, and children surged into Washington for Lincoln’s second inaugural. They came by train and by carriage, in wagons and carts, and even over the Potomac in crowded river craft and light ferries. Many who remembered how difficult it had been to secure accommodation four years before came into Washington by special trains arriving that morning.22 A carnival mood prevailed. The parade promised to be cheered like none other.

But Washington’s appearance did not merit much applause. The city had buckled under four years of war, straining to take the weight of the military and growing slovenly, unwashed, and disfigured. Roads built from stiff, adhesive clay, lightly coated with coarse gravel from creeks and knolls, were never designed to support more than the lightweight traffic of peaceful times. The daily movement of heavily loaded wagons had ground the gravel to dust that, mixed with clay, turned into muddy bogs when it rained. Horses could barely pull carriages free from the cloying mix.23 So many thoroughfares were battered that they were all but closed to vehicles. Inaugural parade officials had to make last-minute changes to the rendezvous because many streets were impassable.24

Lincoln’s capital was a far cry from the idyllic vision portrayed in paintings and etchings, which could never convey foul smells nor the constant cacophony of the military. Even before the war, garbage was thrown into carriageways and back alleys; now the open pastures and serene farmlands were overrun by encampments, parade grounds, wagon yards, mule pens, field hospitals, and ammunition dumps.25 Pigs and cows roamed freely in dirty streets, even in the fashionable area now called Franklin Square, opposite which Secretary of War Stanton had his residence.26 A nauseous stench pervaded the city, much of it seeping from sewage and muck in the canal that cut across Washington from west to east.27 Land in the rear of a prison opposite the east front of the US Capitol was in such a “filthy condition” that police cited it as a health hazard to prisoners and neighborhood residents.28 There was also the strong odor of manure, regularly shoveled from cavalry stables and spread over public grounds.29 Southeasterly winds carried a particularly loathsome smell from a soap factory into the White House, to the vocal disgust of Mrs. Lincoln.30 A putrid stench from dead horses being burned every night at a veterinary hospital in the north wafted into the city with sickening regularity.31

The White House was a run-down eyesore in dire need of repair. After living in it for four years as Lincoln’s secretary, John Nicolay shuddered at the “dilapidated old shanty,” which was decidedly “ill-kept, inconvenient, and [a] dirty old rickety concern from top to bottom.”32 With only weeks remaining until Lincoln’s second inaugural, the commissioner of public works made several frantic appeals to the financially strapped Congress for eight thousand dollars to spruce up the “shabby condition” with a paint job, inside and out and to the surrounding fences.33

Even Willard’s, the city’s premier hotel, did not measure up to its fabled reputation. One discerning European traveler left the city disgruntled over the hotel’s “abominable” service and its skulduggery in providing an elaborate menu while it was “all too evident that they serve left-overs from other people’s plates.”34

Unsightly ruin and decay had also spread half a mile east of the US Capitol to Congressional Cemetery, the final resting place of many prominent Americans, where tombstones and enclosures had fallen down from years of baleful neglect.35 The Long Bridge, linking Washington and Virginia over the Potomac River, was so dilapidated that when blocks of ice swept parts of it away in a winter storm, a top naval commander rejoiced, declaring it had been “a disgrace to a civilized community.”36

Outsiders would have to be wary by day and by night during the inaugural celebrations. Robbers and pickpockets abounded, and violent crimes were plentiful. The police superintendent had taken extra precautions to station a force of detectives at the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad Depot, several hundred yards north of the Capitol, to look out for thieves and sleight-of-hand artists who were expected to prey on the deluge of unsuspecting arrivals.37 There was little hope of protecting the uninitiated who strayed into the isolated grounds around the Smithsonian Institution’s red-brick museum on the Mall, packed with stuffed animals, birds, reptiles, and mummies but now partially blackened from an accidental fire six weeks earlier.38 Tourists risked violent attack, particularly after sunset. Only two watchmen patrolled the Smithsonian’s environs of walks and driveways planted with trees and shrubbery. Savvy locals kept clear of the fifty-two-acre site, knowing it was a favored stalking ground for predatory ruffians.39

One of the worst of the more than two thousand violent crimes reported in 1865 occurred on the night of the inauguration, when the city recorder, Walter Cox, was savagely beaten by drunks after boarding a streetcar near the White House.40 Visitors would have to be especially careful of Irish immigrants, who made up one quarter of everyone arrested — a consequence, lamented the Catholic archbishop of Baltimore and metropolitan Washington, of their excessive drinking.41 Anyone taken into custody and imprisoned during Lincoln’s inauguration might suffocate in one of the police precinct cells, notoriously unsafe, unscrubbed, and inhumane.42 Conditions were no better in the poorly ventilated city jail, built to hold one hundred but now crammed with three hundred inmates.43 Some of the cells had been sealed with iron to prevent escapees from cutting holes in the walls.44

Soldiers on furlough in the city were often drunk and disorderly, and prostitutes were readily available.45 Reckless troops had destroyed many of the hundred iron settees fixed to the grounds of the Capitol and south of the White House.46 They vandalized at will, especially for souvenirs, chipping stone from the incomplete, stumpy Washington Monument47 and cutting strips off the celebrated tree near the front of the White House where a congressman had shot dead his wife’s lover.48

Freed from the restraints of their distant hometowns, soldiers flocked nightly to the bars and the theaters, especially the Canterbury, an amusement hall on Louisiana Avenue near 6th Street, where they would quickly forget the rigors of military discipline and enjoy the comics and performing dogs, daring tightrope walkers, pantomimes, and strongmen performing awesome feats of physical strength.49

On the eve of the second inaugural a storm lashed the city, battering roofs and windowpanes with the staccato sound of hail and buffeting homes with powerful winds. A sudden gust at dawn brought on such a loud crash of hail on the Capitol that weary congressmen, up all night debating last-minute legislation, mistook the bang for an explosion and rushed helter-skelter for the doors. Proceedings came to a halt until the Speaker rose from his chair to report that the noise was “only a storm.”50

The rain continued to fall in the morning, loosening the gravel and clay into muddied pools and puddles. But the road muck did not deter the exuberant masses who lined Pennsylvania Avenue for hours before the late-morning parade. Only the middle-aged and elderly could remember seeing a president sworn in for a second term, and that was thirty-two years back, when Andrew Jackson took office.51

Much had changed in Washington over those three-plus decades — most noticeably the racial mix of the onlookers, half of whom, by one account, were blacks in brightly colored Sunday-best clothes. They had come to rejoice in sight of the author of the Emancipation Proclamation. Many females would go home that day with their hems soiled by ankle-deep mud, but the presence of Lincoln was worth it, even though they would see him only on his return from the Capitol.52 Few spectators were aware that he had passed by much earlier that day to sign legislation in the Capitol as the congressional session wound down.53 But there was much to be proud of among the African American contingent as four companies of black troops marched for the first time in inaugural history. There were even black Masons in the long stream of pageant participants.54

Gone were the fear and suspicion that marked the tension of Lincoln’s first inaugural. Now police marched across the breadth of the avenue simply to clear the route for others. Still more police lined the edge of the sidewalks, keeping energetic crowds in check.55 Flags fluttered atop buildings, out of windows, on carriages and streetcars, and even from the harnesses of horses.56

Bands added much to the merriment even as rain continued falling. Bystanders squeezed tightly at the best vantage points, bunching between the columns of the Treasury, and on the swooping west front of the Capitol.57 And still the long procession continued, with cavalry and artillery, marines, sailors, veterans, corporate authorities, civic associations, patriotic groups, fire companies with steam engines pulled by powerful bay horses, and — perhaps most popular of all — infantrymen in the familiar rumpled blue uniforms that were now synonymous with glory. There was so much excitement, bustle, and activity along this, the capital’s broadest thoroughfare, that a New York Times correspondent conceded, “Pennsylvania Avenue, for once, rivaled Broadway in its busiest days.”58

All the Senate’s overhead seating had been set aside for female spectators, with the exception of some space confined to reporters and the diplomatic gallery, reserved for Mrs. Lincoln and other distinguished guests. The moment the doors opened an estimated eighteen hundred women charged in, elbowing one another in a dash for coveted seats. Many did not have mandatory tickets, and some even sat among journalists. Unmindful of the session below, they kept up a noisy chatter, notwithstanding futile attempts by the presiding officer to gavel for quiet and order. Only when dignitaries began taking their seats did the public galleries grow quiet.59 Diplomats, resplendent in uniforms with sashes and sparkling decorations, grouped behind grave, black-robed Supreme Court justices whom one resident described as “a very sober, serious, sedate looking set of men, more like a synod of high priests than worldly men.”60 The cabinet, senators, representatives, and more notables sat below the dais. Lincoln, dressed in black with a plain frock coat,61 sat upright in the middle of the front row.

Retiring vice president Hannibal Hamlin of Maine entered arm in arm with his successor, Andrew Johnson of Tennessee.62 Loyal and faithful, Hamlin had been dumped from the ticket to broaden the appeal of the party when Lincoln looked vulnerable in the summer leading up to the election. Republicans needed a Southern war Democrat to present a veneer of unity in a time of deep geographic division. Former Senator Johnson, a vocal and loyal Unionist, fit the bill. But until Johnson took the oath, Hamlin remained first in the line of succession. It was of insignificant consequence, for nobody expected an assassin could possibly be lurking close by.

Hamlin’s speech was brief. When it came time for Johnson to give his address, it was apparent to all that he was intoxicated. Apologists suggested he might have been drinking to prepare for the ordeal, or to overcome fatigue, or even because he did not feel well. But it also could have been the confines of the windowless Senate chamber that made him light-headed, leading onlookers to think he was drunk.63 Isaac Bassett, the longest-serving Senate official, said Johnson had swallowed very little whiskey in the vice president’s office shortly before the ceremony and his demeanor was due to physical exhaustion from travel.64 But no one could deny the embarrassment and shame.

As Johnson’s speech rambled on, he became forgetful, even leaning over to ask a Senate official the first name of the secretary of the navy. He waved his hands, and his voice fluctuated between a boom and a whisper. The former tailor spoke with a slur of pride in his humble roots. “I am a plebeian. I glory in it. The people, yes, the people of the United States, the great people, have made me what I am. And I am a-going for to tell you here today, yes today, in this place, that the people are everything.” The correspondent of the London Times likened the performance to that of “a vulgar and drunken rowdy,” suggesting that had it been played out in the legislature of any other country, it would have resulted in arrest by the sergeant at arms.65 Mrs. Sue Wallace, wife of a prominent general, squirmed, convinced Johnson was “drunk as a fool.” Later she would write to her sister-in-law, “There are certain sounds that make you ‘goose flesh’ from head to foot. This was my sensation, and it seemed as if he never would stop.”66

Johnson, a former military governor of Tennessee, ignored Hamlin’s tug from behind. He continued on even after Bassett stepped up and whispered, “Mr. Johnson, it is time for the Senate to proceed to the portico to attend the inauguration of Mr. Lincoln.” Noah Brooks, the newspaper reporter, scanned the faces of the dignitaries. The secretary of war looked “petrified.” The attorney general closed his eyes. The postmaster general’s complexion turned red and then white. A Supreme Court associate justice sat stupefied, “his lower jaw being dropped clean down in blank horror.” Throughout, Lincoln sat patiently waiting for the end. Finally Johnson turned his back to the spectators and took the oath. He was now first in line to succeed Lincoln. But the mortifying spectacle was not quite over. Clasping the Bible in one hand, he faced the dignitaries and in a loud voice declared, “I kiss this book in the face of my nation of the United States.”67 Mrs. Wallace looked on aghast. “The foreign ministers sat just before him,” she regaled her sister-in-law, “and if he had shaken his fist in their faces and said, ‘I am as good as you are,’ it would have been in as good taste as what he did say.”68

When word arrived that the weather had cleared and Lincoln would take the oath of office outside as planned, there was a sudden rush for the doors. But all exits had been locked excepting one for the presidential party, and the other through which everyone had arrived, on the east. The surge of the impatient crowd propelled everyone forward. In the tumult women fell down staircases, and some who squeezed out the door were pushed flat into the mud. Tempers flared. Few saw anything of the ceremony.69

The president led the formal procession through the rounded rotunda linking the House and Senate wings. High above, on the inside canopy of the Capitol dome, George Washington peered down from the center of Constantino Brumidi’s masterpiece fresco in progress.70

Lincoln had just reached the door leading out to the East Portico when a man, who may have gained access by pretending to be a reporter,71 burst out of the heaving crowd a few feet behind the president-elect. Benjamin Brown French, who on this day was chairman of the inaugural ball committee as well as public buildings commissioner, instinctively reached out to hold back the intruder, an actor named John Wilkes Booth. French put both his hands against the young man’s chest, telling him he had to go back. The nearest policeman, John William Westfall, a four-year veteran of the Capitol force,72 seized the medium-size man by the arm, gripping it tighter when the stranger tried to struggle free and fight back. During the scuffle the slightly built Booth, twenty-six, scowled at French with blazing black eyes under dark eyebrows and jet black hair. He was so fierce and intimidating, so insistent upon his right to be there, that French, sixty-four — who as grand master of the city’s Masons had laid the cornerstone of the Washington Monument seventeen years earlier — had second thoughts.73 Perhaps this zealous young man was a new congressman whom he did not know. Unsure of himself, and perhaps a little unnerved, French ordered Westfall to “let him go.”74 Abraham Lincoln had meanwhile walked outside to the East Portico, blissfully unaware of the commotion behind.

The incident was instantly overtaken by the roar of applause and hurrahs as Lincoln appeared on the makeshift platform built above the portico’s steps. In a break with tradition, thousands of blacks, many in military uniforms, looked out from the multiracial crowd.75

Lincoln placed his right hand upon the open Bible, almost inaudibly repeating the oath administered by Chief Justice Salmon Chase. As Lincoln kissed the book he had read so often from childhood, the masses again cheered in the giant concourse.

The densely packed audience spilled beyond the wide plaza, across which Lincoln had walked many times as a one-term congressman two decades earlier while boarding at Mrs. Annie Sprigg’s house immediately across the road. In those days there was always a hush and a sense of eager anticipation at the communal dining table whenever Lincoln laid down his knife and fork, put his elbows on the table, cupped his face between his hands, and began another of his inimitable tales or jokes with the familiar opening, “That reminds me.”76 Now too the expectant masses grew still and respectful as Lincoln, fifty-six, began to speak beside a table wrought of surplus iron from the new dome above the Capitol.77

Many, including Lincoln himself, would see a celestial sign of good omen when the sun burst through the clouds just as he began his address.78 Corporal Richtmyer Hubbell, twenty-two, serving with a Wisconsin heavy artillery company some twenty miles south of Washington, had sloshed through the mud and stood within twenty feet of Lincoln, whom he idolized. He would never forget the sound of the president’s “loud, rather shrill, distinct, far-reaching voice” as he opened with the words, “Fellow Countrymen.”79 Strongly influenced by the measured tones of the Bible, the book he knew best, the president defined the epic struggle in stark, declarative truths. “Both parties deprecated war, but one of them would make war rather than let the nation survive, and the other would accept war rather than let it perish.” No one had been so expressive of the pull on the patriot’s heart. His words resonated like the sound of a bugle, or as if the national standard had been unfurled and raised high. The great crowd responded deliriously. They roared with one voice so mighty that Lincoln had to wait until quiet returned before he could add, like the delayed beat on a drum, “… And the war came.”

He stood with bared head, a tall and commanding figure offering words of reason and compassion, readying for the embrace of what seemed like the imminent return of a prodigal son. “With malice toward none, with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us to see the right, 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 — to do all which may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.”

The earlier rain and the ankle-deep mud80 were hardly discomforting in the presence of such a venerated leader. Artillery salvos echoed across the city as marchers and bands prepared to return to the White House.81 Lincoln stepped into an open barouche drawn by four white horses, and the coachmen prodded them back along the parade route.

Neither French nor Westfall gave any thought to the passing incident in the rotunda. John Wilkes Booth had neither broken the law nor harmed anyone. He had quickly disappeared from sight, and no one thought to question his identity or his motives.


CHAPTER 3

[image: images]

“An Excellent Chance to Kill the President!”

John Wilkes Booth had always craved lasting notoriety. It was a fantasy he had nurtured since childhood. A close school friend remembered a discussion about ambition in which Booth insisted he would do something to make his name live forever.1 But for now Booth cast himself as Brutus and Lincoln as Julius Caesar. He despised Lincoln with a fury, blaming him for all the misery and suffering in the South. He called him a tyrant.

Booth could never forgive the president for undermining the slave-holding culture of the South and fomenting expectations among blacks. In Booth’s eyes blacks were inferior. It was an unquestionable truth. Once he rode to his home in Cockeysville, west of Baltimore, and threw a packet of candies far from the black servants who came out to greet him. “After it, Nigs!” he had cried. “Don’t let the dogs get it!”2 Livid and exasperated on learning that General Robert E. Lee had surrendered to Union forces, Booth complained: “We are all slaves now. If a man were to go out and insult a nigger now, he would be knocked down by the nigger and nothing would be done to the nigger.”3 And after seeing Confederate prisoners brought into Washington under black guards, he railed at “the shame thus to hurt the feelings of the Southern people.”4

No one had been able to moderate Booth’s views or temper his fanaticism. Instead he had gone in search of stimuli to sustain the hate. As an adolescent he attended meetings of the Know-Nothings, the strident bigots and braggarts with their particular nativist loathing for Irish Catholic immigrants who would soon swell the ranks of the Union army. And he had traveled far to Harpers Ferry, then in Virginia, seventeen months before the outbreak of Civil War to witness the public hanging of the fanatical crusader for black freedom, John Brown.5

Even his immediate family found him hard to endure. Booth’s oldest brother, Edwin, almost as eminent a Shakespearean actor as their late father, Junius Brutus Booth, had once ejected John Wilkes from his home because of his insufferable secessionist talk.6 And an inflamed John Wilkes had physically attacked his brother-in-law, John Clarke, for disparaging the South.7 Booth told his sister, Asia, that he would never have entered Clarke’s home again if she were not living there. He also would have stayed away from Edwin’s house forever were it not also the residence of their mother.8

Only with Asia did he become close and confidential. During their childhood they had idled among the trees and frolicked in the quiet of rural Cockeysville. With her he was tender, carefree, and gentle, taking his turn to recite poetry as they sat side by side on the swing under the gum trees and hickories. If he digressed into politics, she would give way, delicately suggesting he choose politics or the stage, for they did not go well together, though she thought he was ably suited for either.9

Booth always regretted his pledge to his mother that he would not go into battle with the Confederate army, if possible.10 Still, he believed he was serving the South even more usefully by smuggling in large quantities of quinine, used to treat fever and pain, which he could afford because his most lucrative acting season had earned him the princely sum of more than twenty thousand dollars11 at a time when an accomplished Washington, DC, lawyer earned about fifteen thousand dollars a year.12

Supremely self-confident, Booth was above average in height and a slim 160 pounds. Cultured, cultivated, and graceful, he was fascinating in conversation. He was also a fashionable dresser, dapper and conspicuously stylish, sometimes in an elegant dark claret cloth coat with velvet lapels, a pale buff waistcoat, and dove-colored trousers strapped under boots — all topped by his wide-brimmed straw hat with broad black ribbon band.13 A regular exerciser, he was agile and athletic, on and off stage, and a deft swordsman.14 Those who knew Booth well noticed his fine hands, his left showing the initials JWB, which he had marked with indelible india ink when still a child.15

Above all Booth was in the eyes of many women as handsome as an Adonis, with wavy black hair, a mustache, and an expression of almost classically stylized perfection. One woman, flattered merely to shake his hand, recalled his “fascinating theatrical air of self-consciousness, as if he were only to be seen to be admired.”16

But the fine cut of the serene face masked a deep anxiety, recurring intermittently ever since he had paid a Gypsy woman to read his palm when he was no more than a boy. “I’ve never seen a worse hand, and I wish I hadn’t seen it,” she told him in the woods near his home. “It’s full enough of sorrow. Full of trouble. You’ll die young. You’re born under an unlucky star. You’ll make a bad end.” Yet for all her show of supernatural superiority, next to Booth the Gypsy was a mere mortal, a transfixed female who told him she was glad she was not a young woman because, as Booth later said, citing a comment from her, “she’d follow me through the world for my handsome face.” The ghastly prophecy was so unsettling that he had penciled it down and read it often enough for the paper to become worn and ragged.17

By the summer of 1864 Booth was already obsessed with kidnapping Lincoln and smuggling him south; the president would then be ransomed for untold numbers of Confederate prisoners, desperately needed for the thinning ranks of rebel forces. The single most powerful advantage the North had over the South was manpower, huge reserves that could be tapped to compensate for casualties and those taken captive. Booth, if successful in trading Lincoln for Southern prisoners, might be able to offset some of this imbalance. Perhaps, he began to scheme, the president could be abducted in a Washington theater with which Booth was most familiar, or snatched while riding between the White House and his summer retreat a few miles north at the Soldiers’ Home.

There was no shortage of potential co-conspirators in a capital teeming with Southern sympathizers and spies. Booth’s contacts extended far beyond the reach of the acting community, within whose ranks he was a formidable colleague and acknowledged star. There was no doubt he would command the absolute loyalty of those he selected, because he had a naturally dominant personality. Just as he effortlessly charmed and bewitched women, so too many men, even untutored and vulgar brutes, became pliant subordinates to this gentleman of impressive bearing. They were honored to be in his company, especially when favored with tickets to see him perform in the lead role at Ford’s Theatre.

In August 1864, when Booth was staying at Barnum’s Hotel in Baltimore, he made contact with Samuel Arnold, a man he had last seen twelve years earlier when they wore the gray uniforms of artillery cadets at St. Timothy’s Hall, an Episcopalian school at nearby Catonsville.18 Arnold, glad for any respite from his dull, monotonous subsistence in the country, had often been reminded of Booth when the actor’s name began appearing in newspapers and on posters as he rose to prominence.19

The reunion between the successful sophisticate and the college graduate who had drifted into slothful tedium was anything but awkward. They shared remembrances of youthful escapades and found no differences in the extreme passions of their uncompromising politics. Both were solidly for the South, in whose ranks Arnold had served as a soldier before returning to Baltimore to be with his ailing mother.20 Arnold was dazzled by Booth’s demeanor, his dignified appearance, the sparkling flow of conversation, and the actor’s keen intelligence. The mild and timid look of the schoolboy had matured into a mesmerizing presence, an admirable man of the world.21

Soon they were joined by Michael O’Laughlin, another of Booth’s close friends from childhood, whom Arnold now met for the first time. O’Laughlin’s family had lived in Baltimore for many decades; Michael, like Samuel Arnold, had served in the rebel army before crossing into Union lines in 1863 and taking the oath of allegiance as a mere formality to allow him to go home.22

The three men drank wine and smoked cigars all afternoon in Booth’s hotel room as he spoke in glowing terms of the Confederacy and its purpose. Booth had no doubt he was among friends. They had common links to childhood and now were as one on politics. But the conspiracy was of such magnitude that he made them take an oath of secrecy before tipping his hand. Then he told of his plan to kidnap the president.23 He lulled them into the conspiracy by the artful ease of his manner, confidently explaining how Lincoln frequently rode unguarded to the Soldiers’ Home, and was accompanied only by his carriage driver when crossing the Eastern Branch Bridge to a hospital. In the absence of armed guards, interception would not be difficult for a disciplined and organized team. Booth even detailed how they would stretch ropes across the flight path to trip up the horses of any would-be pursuers.24 He gave assurances of successful escape, noting that a boat had already been purchased and moored, with a boatman on standby, ready for Booth’s signal to ferry the captive president across the Potomac River into the custody of the South. And as an alternative, he told them Lincoln might even be abducted from the theater, which he frequently attended.25

Arnold and O’Laughlin willingly agreed to participate. Plucked from obscure anonymity, they could end up as legends. If not bungled or foiled, the abduction could well be considered heroic. At the very least it offered adventure for young men summoned to action in the noble cause of the South.
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“One cannot imagine another version of the story at once as tense and heartbreaking.”
—Harold Holzer, preeminent Lincoln scholar
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