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Foreword


What would the United States of America be today if Abraham Lincoln, James Garfield, William McKinley, and John F. Kennedy had survived assassination? Would that country, and the world we live in today, be better or worse? It is a daunting question. What if Lincoln and McKinley lived through their second terms? What if Garfield and Kennedy completed their four years in office, instead of both being cut short in their youth, and went on to be reelected?


This book will have three purposes. First, I will explain the circumstances surrounding the four assassinations. One of the books that I authored is titled Why the CIA Killed JFK and Malcolm X: The Secret Drug Trade in Laos. I will draw partly from this for the Kennedy assassination, and for some points about Lee Harvey Oswald that are relevant. For the McKinley assassination, I will partly draw from The Secret Plot to Kill McKinley, another book that I authored. What is unique about my approach to all four of these assassinations is that I will examine credible evidence of a conspiracy. I do this reluctantly. The word “conspiracy” has a negative connotation, even though many political assassinations in history are often the work of more than one person. They typically take extensive planning, preparation, and organization. The people involved in these assassinations are long since dead. There is no reason to hide from the truth. Think of the new information that has come forward regarding the Robert Kennedy and Malcolm X assassinations, proving extensive plots to kill these men. The information in this book has never been put forward by any other historian regarding the McKinley and Garfield assassinations. I will also be bringing to light new evidence that has come forward since the publication of The Secret Plot to Kill McKinley.


To be clear, there is a crucial difference between conspiracy theories and conspiracy facts. Conspiracy theories are about JFK Jr being alive, or the world being flat. I will never associate myself with such nonsense. When I present evidence for a conspiracy it is based on facts, not theories or conjecture. It really is shameful that mainstream historians have to feel stigmatized if they want to venture into this area in a scholarly way, which is my approach. I feel my book may be excluded from mainstream acceptance because I am willing to examine this subject using a fact-based approach. My response is that I am not going to censor myself. The pursuit of the truth is important so that we can find out what really happened on those tragic days. Let the chips fall where they may. Readers can judge for themselves.


The second purpose of this book is to trace the history of the four weapons used in the four assassinations. The reader will find out what types of firearms were used, how the assassins acquired them, and where they are now. Most of this information has never been written about or made public.


The third purpose of this book is to examine how American history would have changed if the presidents had survived the assassinations. To keep this simple, I will treat each president individually. For example, with Garfield, I will extrapolate based on the Lincoln assassination having happened. The same approach will be followed for the others. What would happen at that moment in time moving forward? It is essential to understand just how much these four weapons changed history.


On a personal note, in the foreword for my previous book, I promised I was done with writing. Well, apparently not. I have to say, it is nice to be back.









Part I


The Assassination of President


Abraham Lincoln









Chapter 1


The Road to Ford’s Theatre


February 18, 1861, was a strange day for the United States. On that day in Montgomery, Alabama, the capital city of the Confederacy, Jefferson Davis was sworn in for a six-year term as President of the Confederate States of America.1 The southern states had finally seceded from the Union and formed their own country. President-Elect Abraham Lincoln was touring the northern states seeking advice and goodwill for his upcoming administration. On February 18, 1861, Lincoln was in Albany, New York, the state capital. He was greeted by local politicians and journalists. These included Albany’s Democratic Mayor George Thacher, who met Lincoln at the train station; Thurlow Weed, State Republican Chairman, and editor of the Albany Evening Journal; Republican Governor Edwin D. Morgan; Republican US Senator Ira Harris; and Democratic Congressman Erastus Corning, who was hosting Lincoln, his wife, and their three children.2


As the presidential procession headed down Broadway and turned up State Street, there were two people in the cheering crowd who would meet years later in the fateful box in Ford’s Theatre where Lincoln was shot on April 14, 1865. The first was Clara Harris.3 Born in Albany on September 9, 1834, she was the daughter of prominent New York Senator Ira Harris.4 Clara was engaged to her stepbrother Henry Rathbone, who later served with distinction in the battles of Antietam and Fredericksburg.5 While living in Washington, D.C., with her family, on the corner of 15th and H Streets, Clara became a prominent member of the Washington social elite. She was friends with Mary Todd Lincoln, often dining at the White House with her, and accompanying her to the theater.6 On April 14, 1865, Harris and her fiançé Henry accepted a last-minute invitation to see Our American Cousin with the president and the first lady at Ford’s Theatre. After the president absorbed the fatal head shot, Rathbone unsuccessfully attempted to prevent the shooter from escaping. The assassin stabbed Rathbone with a Bowie knife, leapt from the box, landed on the stage awkwardly, and fractured his leg.7


The person who landed on that stage, John Wilkes Booth, was also in the crowd that day in Albany on February 18, 1861. Booth watched from outside Stanwix Hall where he had been staying. This was at the corner of Maiden Lane and Broadway. Half a block down Broadway, Lincoln was headed to the Delavan House, where he would be staying the night.8 Booth was performing at the Gayety Theatre on Green Street in a play called The Apostate. He had fallen on his dagger a few days before during a performance and nearly killed himself.9 Booth was confined to the Stanwix until he could recover enough to resume his acting duties, giving him a chance to see Lincoln pass the hotel. After seeing Lincoln, Booth grew increasingly bitter, and talked openly against Lincoln in the bar at the Stanwix. Booth started railing against Lincoln and the Union to the point where the treasurer for the Gayety told him he had better keep his mouth shut or it would discourage attendance.10 Booth decided for now to hold his tongue.


He had other problems to worry about, in the form of a married actress he was having an affair with. She was Albany native Henrietta Irving. On April 26, 1861, Irving came to the Stanwix to meet with Booth, but he decided to end the relationship. Irving then grabbed a knife and lunged toward Booth, but he deflected it with his arm, resulting in a slash to his face. Irving then dramatically pretended to commit suicide by cutting herself, but, according to an Albany Police report, “did no real harm.”11


So, while in Albany, Booth escaped two scrapes with death and openly discussed his hatred for Abraham Lincoln. If this is what he was willing to say publicly against Lincoln in a northern city, imagine the depths of Booth’s hatred privately. Albany historian Jack McEneny agrees that Albany may have been the place where assassination started to creep into the mind of John Wilkes Booth.


“Undoubtedly, he was in this crowd somewhere watching this man from Illinois with all of his background and support with anti-slavery, abolitionist forces and you could bet he was seething. And whether that germ of thought of finally eliminating Lincoln from this earth crossed his mind at the time…It may well have started in Albany, New York,” said McEneny.12


Booth would also be present at another key moment in Lincoln’s life. It was the evening of April 11, 1865. It would be Lincoln’s final speech. The previous day, crowds at the White House had clamored for the president to give a speech. He asked for a day to prepare. It was late in the evening when journalist and friend Noah Brooks emerged with Lincoln from the second floor of the White House on the North Portico, holding a candle to light up the president’s words. Lincoln waited for several minutes for the noise of the crowd to die down. Robert E. Lee had surrendered to Ulysses S. Grant just two days before this,13 and the country was ready to celebrate. Lincoln, however, had other things on his mind, including how Reconstruction was helping former slaves in Louisiana, and his desire to see the franchise extended to other former slaves:


The amount of constituency, so to speak, on which the new Louisiana government rests, would be more satisfactory to all, if it contained fifty, thirty, or even twenty thousand, instead of only about twelve thousand, as it does. It is also unsatisfactory to some that the elective franchise is not given to the colored man. I would myself prefer that it were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who serve our cause as soldiers. Still the question is not whether the Louisiana government, as it stands, is quite all that is desirable. The question is, Will it be wiser to take it as it is, and help to improve it; or to reject, and disperse it? Can Louisiana be brought into proper practical relation with the Union sooner by sustaining, or by discarding her new State government?


Some twelve thousand voters in the heretofore slave-state of Louisiana have sworn allegiance to the Union, assumed to be the rightful political power of the State, held elections, organized a State government, adopted a free-state constitution, giving the benefit of public schools equally to black and white, and empowering the Legislature to confer the elective franchise upon the colored man. Their Legislature has already voted to ratify the constitutional amendment recently passed by Congress, abolishing slavery throughout the nation. These twelve thousand persons are thus fully committed to the Union, and to perpetual freedom in the state—committed to the very things, and nearly all the things the nation wants—and they ask the nation’s recognition and its assistance to make good their committal.14


Even though it was limited, this was the first time Lincoln publicly endorsed the right to vote for former slaves. Although the plot to kill Lincoln was in place long before that night, Booth had a predictably violent, racist reaction to this speech. “That means nigger citizenship,” Booth told fellow conspirator Lewis Powell. “Now, by God, I will put him through. That will be the last speech he ever gives.”15


Booth had been attempting to kidnap—or kill—Lincoln for several years as an undercover member of the Confederate Secret Service (hereinafter the CSS). This was a clandestine network of spies dedicated to furthering the cause of southern independence. The network stretched from Canada all the way to Confederate President Jefferson Davis in Richmond, Virginia. Booth’s fame as an actor allowed him to travel in secret without arousing suspicion. He visited the St. Lawrence Hotel in Montreal, Canada, several times. This was a known contact for Confederate agents to secretly meet with the British government. Confederate Colonel Robert M. Martin and Confederate Colonel James Gordon, both CSS agents, confirmed after the war that they knew and met with Booth in Canada.16


Another way to trace Booth’s linkages to the CSS was the extensive network of agents set up to ensure that his escape route was successful from Ford’s Theatre after he shot Lincoln. One such agent was John Lloyd, who owned Surrat’s Tavern, a known Confederate resupplying station for CSS agents. Lloyd hid and fed Booth, along with co-conspirator David Herold. Dr Samuel Mudd, who set Booth’s leg, had already recently helped CSS agent Walter Bowie. Thomas Jones, a member of the Confederate Signal Corps, helped Herold and Booth safely cross the Potomac River into Virginia. The Confederate Signal Corps, which answered only to President Jefferson Davis, was a clandestine unit with the purpose of moving people and information from the Union into the Confederacy. Colonel John Hughes, who had taken part in the botched Lincoln kidnapping plot, provided food for Booth and Herold at his farm near Nanjemoy Creek in Maryland. William Rollins, who hid Booth and Herold in his house, was also a member of the Confederate Signal Corps. Also, three Confederate soldiers were waiting for Booth to take him further south before he was captured at Garrett’s Farm on April 26, 1865. They were Private Absalom Bainbridge, Private William Jett, and their commanding officer, Lieutenant Mortimer Ruggles. This suggests official orders to place them there to further aid Booth’s continued escape into Confederate territory.17


What this indicates is that the assassination of Lincoln was planned by people at the highest levels of the Confederate government. They certainly had the motive and the most to gain from this. One key turning point was the failed Dahlgren’s Raid in February and March 1864. President Lincoln had issued orders to capture Richmond, burn it, and execute President Jefferson Davis and members of his cabinet.18 This engendered even more hatred against Lincoln, whom the Confederacy blamed for the war because of his orders to invade the southern states. It also gave justification to use assassination in retaliation.


The most logical thesis put forward to explain the assassination is summarized by historians William Tidwell, James O. Hall, and David Winfred Gaddy:


The leaders in the Confederate government tried to capture President Lincoln as a hostage, and when that effort failed, they decided to attack Union leaders to disrupt command and control of the Union forces. Events in April 1865 moved so fast that John Wilkes Booth thought that he was acting in accordance with Confederate interests, even though…the actual need for such an action had been obviated by the [surrender of Robert E. Lee].19


Booth had already been involved in planning a kidnapping of Lincoln. Booth began in September 1864 “to recruit a team to capture Lincoln. In mid-October he went to Montreal, Canada, where he met Confederate agents who may have played some role in direction of the action part of the plan.”20 President Jefferson Davis felt that capturing Lincoln might make the evacuation of Richmond unnecessary, and cripple Union command and control.21 So an order was given to attempt to capture Lincoln on March 17, 1865, when the president was set to visit Campbell Military Hospital. Booth and his fellow CSS agents were waiting for hours, but Lincoln never showed up. He had changed his plans at the last minute.22


Tidwell, Hall, and Gaddy after years of research summarized their conclusions about the assassination:


Booth seems to have decided to do the best he could do to carry out his mission as he understood it. Originally expecting Lincoln and Grant to be together at Ford’s Theatre, Booth shot the president at about ten o’clock on the night 14 April 1865. At the same time, Lewis Powell attacked Secretary of State William Seward, and George Atzerodt got drunk instead of carrying out his assignment to attack Vice-President Andrew Johnson…[It appears that] the Confederates had the knowledge and technical skill to mount an operation against President Lincoln; that they engaged in a number of activities relating to planning such an operation; that John Wilkes Booth was in contact with known Confederate agents; and the course of the war developed in such a way that an attack on Lincoln was a logical amendment to the original plan…Of all the theories of the assassination this is the one that can be the most strongly supported.23


In fact, the reason I wanted to go through this evidence is because of that final statement. Too much time has been spent on the notion that Booth only worked with a small band of idiots whom he coerced. If the Lincoln assassination is treated that way, as it is in all the textbooks that I have encountered in my 15 years of teaching Social Sciences, it puts us in the mindset that other assassinations must be the same. If we can help further the truth that this assassination was planned at the highest levels of the Confederate government, it helps us understand that conspiracies are often based on facts, not theories.


Having then briefly dealt with the basic tenets of the assassination, let us move on to examine the gun that Booth used to change the course of history.









Chapter 2


The First Gun


The gun Booth used was a .44-caliber pistol made by Henry Deringer of Philadelphia. It could be easily concealed in his clothing.1 It was a single-shot weapon, 5.87 inches in length.2 With only one shot, Booth had no time to reload. Also, if the gun backfired, he would not have a chance to fire a second shot. Within seconds Rathbone was on him. Booth seems to have been prepared for this possibility. What is not widely known is that he was carrying a second Deringer with him that night. Deringers were so small they usually sold in sets of two.3 When Booth fell to the stage, the other Deringer fell out of his clothing. He probably had the second gun in case he needed to shoot his way out of the theater. This second gun is now in the possession of Ripley’s Believe It or Not Museum in St Augustine, Florida. It was purchased by the museum at an auction in San Francisco for $70,000 on June 1, 1994.4


Kurtis Moellmann, the exhibits buyer for Ripley’s, is the expert on this weapon that had an equal chance of being the murder weapon. This Deringer was a .36 caliber, making it less powerful.5 This is likely why Booth did not use that one. According to Moellmann, the unused gun “was recovered the next day by a stagehand, who kept it in his possession for years and years, until it entered a private collection, and then ended up in our collection.”6 For many years it was not clear that Booth had two pistols on him. One was recovered on the stage, and another was recovered in the presidential box.


This from the Ford’s Theatre website:


After the assassination, theatre patron William T. Kent found the pistol on the floor of the Presidential Box and turned it over to investigators. The U.S. Army Judge Advocate General’s Office used it as evidence in the conspirators’ trial in May and June of 1865. Eventually the War Department, today’s Department of Defense, displayed the Deringer at its headquarters.


In 1931, General Ulysses S. Grant III, in charge of planning the new Lincoln Museum at Ford’s Theatre, asked to display the weapon and other Lincoln assassination artifacts. The Adjutant General of the U.S. Army denied the request, saying:


The relics should not be displayed to the public under any circumstances, on the theory that they would create interest in the criminal aspects of the great tragedy, rather than the historical features thereof, and would have more of an appeal for the morbid or weak-minded than for students of history…The Lincoln relics should not be placed upon exhibition anywhere.


—The Adjutant General of the U.S. Army


Eventually, the War Department relented. In 1940, [they] transferred Booth’s Deringer and other pieces of evidence from the 1865 conspirators’ trial to the National Park Service for display at Ford’s Theatre National Historic Site. After further questions about propriety, they first went on display in 1942, when a military tribunal for German saboteurs was taking place nearby. Ford’s Theatre has displayed the Deringer since.


The above story of the Deringer’s movement from hiding to display is included as a permanent exhibit at Ford’s Theatre. If you visit the assassination site, you will find the gun by itself in a glass case. It is in the basement museum, toward the right and to the back. Behind the gun is a painting of Lincoln being shot by Booth, with Mary Todd Lincoln sitting next to the president, and the Rathbones positioned across from the first lady.


The display case inscription reads:


The Gun that Killed Abraham Lincoln. With a single shot John Wilkes Booth changed the course of American history. The gun he chose was a .44 caliber pistol, made by Henry Deringer of Philadelphia. One shot was all that Booth had. The gun was favored for its small size—it could easily be concealed inside a pocket. It fired a single, round lead ball, weighing nearly an ounce—and was most accurate at close range.


A “modern version of a .44 caliber lead ball” sits imbedded underneath the gun below the glass case.


On the wall next to the exhibit a haunting question is asked: “How should museums display weapons of violence?”7 Keep in mind that of the four weapons used to kill the presidents, only two can be seen by the public—Lincoln’s and McKinley’s. In subsequent chapters I will explain why that is not the case for Garfield and Kennedy. I think we should feel fortunate that we can view these guns that killed Lincoln and McKinley. The public needs to understand what these weapons did, and how they changed history. People need to see that history happened with real artifacts, not just pictures in textbooks. Only then can we appreciate the impact that these guns had.


There is no question that at least one pistol was recovered from the presidential box, and it is the one on display at Ford’s Theatre. What about the other pistol that Ripley’s has? Where did it come from? On September 15, 1901, The [Philadelphia] Inquirer published an article about a man who had possession of this second gun that Booth dropped on the stage after the assassination. This seems to verify its authenticity. George Plowman, an architect who lived at 12 North 50th Street in Philadelphia, showed the pistol in his home to a reporter for The Inquirer. “Here it is,” he said to the reporter, pulling it from the “pocket of his waistcoat.” Here is the account from The Inquirer:


The weapon is about three and a half or four inches long. It bears the Deringer stamp on the lower part of the barrel and also on the side. The letter “F” is also visible on the stock. On the butt of the handle is a neat silver plate carefully set in, bearing the name “J. Wilkes Booth…”


“Since I became the owner of this historic weapon,” continued Mr. Plowman, “I have allowed it to go out my possession only once, and that was when it was photographed by The Inquirer a short time ago. It was presented to me by the widow of George K. Goodwin…After shooting President Lincoln, Booth in his desire to escape dropped the weapon on the stage at Ford’s Theater. After the excitement attending the shooting had died out the stage carpenter found the pistol and kept it. Subsequently he gave it to manager Goodwin. For many years I was associated in business with Mr. Goodwin and after his death I helped to settle up his estate. Mrs. Goodwin offered me a money consideration for my services, but I declined to accept it. Then she gave me the pistol…She also furnished me with the history of the pistol, which I have since verified, not that I disputed it, but simply to assure myself.”8


At the time, it was not known that Booth had carried two weapons, so Plowman thought this might have been the murder weapon, but it was not.


So, there is clear evidence that two weapons were recovered. One was in the presidential box recovered by theater patron William T. Kent. The other was recovered on the stage by a carpenter, who later gave the gun to George K. Goodwin. The name of that man, the theater’s chief carpenter, was James J. Gifford.9


Do we know anything more about this second gun? According to the Lincoln Discussion Symposium:


Thinking that it was the murder weapon [Gifford] put it in his pocket, feared turning it in to the authorities and kept his mouth shut. Two years later he showed the pistol to George K. Goodwin (owner of the Walnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia) and told him how he found it. He later gave the Deringer to Goodwin, and when Goodwin died in 1882 the pistol was given to his business partner, George Plowman. Plowman informed the press in 1901. The Deringer Gifford found was smaller than the .44-caliber Deringer used by Booth to shoot Lincoln. It was a .36-caliber Deringer, with a 1.5-inch (3.8 cm) barrel and an overall length of 4 inches (10.1 cm).10


Can we confirm that George Plowman had a business in Philadelphia in the late 1800s? Gopsill’s Philadelphia City Directory for 1887 under “Planing Mills” listed George Plowman’s Company at 1017 Chestnut and Fairmont Ave C N 17th.11 So that checks out. Plowman had a business in Philadelphia during that time period.


Can we confirm that George K. Goodwin was manager of the Walnut Street Theatre in Philadelphia? On September 2, 1911, the New York Clipper published a remembrance of a famous Philadelphia actor named John E. McDonough. He was born on February 22, 1825, in London, and then moved with his family to Philadelphia when he was four years old. His father was a carver and a gilder. In fact, he gilded the Walnut and Chestnut Street theaters where his son would later perform as an adult. His father was a teacher in a section of Philadelphia called the Northern Liberties.12 This was where the gun that killed Lincoln was manufactured.13 More on that later. John E. McDonough spent several years in the 1850s acting in Philadelphia theaters, including the Walnut Street Theatre and the Arch Street Theatre,14 the latter of which was where John Wilkes Booth performed from 1857 to 1858.15 He also was the business partner of Laura Keene,16 who at the time was touring the country with her new sensational play Our American Cousin.17 This was the play being performed during the Lincoln assassination.


Most importantly for our purposes here, when McDonough died on February 15, 1882, there was an impressive outpouring of emotion for his long career. The funeral took place on February 17, 1882, in New Jerusalem Church on the corner of Brandywine and Broad Streets in Philadelphia. Nearly every major political and theatrical figure in the city turned out to say goodbye. Among the mourners was “George K. Goodwin, manager of the Walnut Street Theatre, and Chestnut Street Opera House, all of Philadelphia.”18 We also can confirm that Plowman died before his wife. After Plowman passed away, Mrs. Goodwin sold the lease of the Walnut Street Theatre and the Chestnut Street Opera House from his estate, giving ownership to J. Frederick Zimmerman and Samuel F. Nixon.19


All aspects of Plowman’s story check out. We can conclude, then, that he had possession of Booth’s second gun. The only question that remains unanswered is: Why did James J. Gifford give the gun to Goodwin? Was Gifford living in Philadelphia at the time? Tacita Barrera, Archivist Assistant for Ripley’s Believe It or Not, has some answers to these questions:


The Booth pistol happens to be one of my favorite pieces in our whole collection! Ripley’s acquired the gun from an auction held by Butterfield & Butterfield in 1994. The history of the gun up until that point is quite fascinating. Walter V. Cunningham, Chief Engraver of the J.E. Caldwell Co. inspected the gun in 1971, and determined that the style of lettering used in the engravings on the gun was common between 1860–1865, so Booth would have bought the gun between those years.


James J. Gifford, chief carpenter of Ford’s Theater, found the gun on the stage on the morning of April 15th, 1865. He didn’t hand the gun over to authorities out of fear of being labeled a conspirator in the plot to kill President Lincoln, like other Ford Theater employees. The gun remained in his possession until 1867 when he was hired by George Goodwin, co-owner of the Walnut Street Theater in Philadelphia. He gave the gun as a gift to Goodwin as a thank you for employing him. Goodwin kept the gun until he died in the 1890’s, and his wife then gave the gun to George Plowman. Plowman was Goodwin’s partner at the Walnut Street Theater. The Deringer stayed with the Plowman’s until it was sold to Hamilton Cochran in 1971. Plowman actually went public about his possession of the gun in 1901 after the McKinley assassination…20


There was also some question about the authenticity of the gun on display in Ford’s Theatre. In 1997, there was speculation that the gun had been replaced with a replica by a Northeastern crime syndicate sometime in the 1960s. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Crime Laboratory in Washington DC was called in to test the Deringer. Here are the results from the FBI website:


The lab’s assignment? To determine beyond a reasonable doubt whether the Deringer pistol displayed at Ford’s Theatre was the same pistol pictured in pre-1960s historical photographs of the gun.


Let the tests begin. After a National Park Police captain hand-carried the firearm from Ford’s Theatre the half-block to FBI Headquarters—where our lab was then located—the lab’s Firearms-Toolmarks Unit conducted a series of physical analyses of the pistol, comparing it to other pistols of similar style and caliber. Because its age and historical value precluded test-firing it, a dental material was used to make a cast of the inside of the barrel and other internal parts. Meanwhile, the lab’s Special Photographic Unit superimposed images of the Deringer on historical photographs.


The results? Physical examination revealed a number of imperfections to the display pistol that were unique to the firearm. The most significant was a major crack in the forestock of the gun, which bore evidence of previous repair. The cast of the barrel revealed a counterclockwise rifling (or left twist), which was unusual for that make of gun.


Photographic superimpositions using the Deringer pistol and images from the 1930s demonstrated a close correspondence between them, with unique characteristics such as the crack in the stock, swirl patterns in the grain of the stock, and pit marks on the barrel visible in both.


These and other comparisons led the lab to conclude that the Deringer pistol displayed at Ford’s Theatre is the real thing, which you can still see there today.


Case closed.21


With the authenticity of both Deringers no longer in doubt, the important questions that remain unanswered are: Where and when did John Wilkes Booth purchase these Deringers? Ford’s Theatre offers no answers to these questions. Major biographies of Booth also do not provide the answer. These include American Brutus: John Wilkes Booth and the Lincoln Conspiracies by Michael W. Kauffman (Random House, 2004); Fortune’s Fool: The Life of John Wilkes Booth (Oxford University Press, 2015) by Terry Alford; and William Tidwell’s Come Retribution: The Confederate Secret Service and the Assassination of Lincoln (Barnes and Noble, 1998). Ripley’s Believe It or Not also does not know when Booth bought the gun in its possession. When I asked if the museum had any evidence for that date, Barrera responded:


Unfortunately no, having some sort of receipt or proof of purchase would really help solidify our story though. The 1860–1865 range is the closest we have for the time he bought it. One would assume Booth didn’t buy the gun and engrave his name in the handle right before he assassinated Lincoln, but I wouldn’t put it past him.22


So, where and when did John Wilkes Booth buy these two guns? Is it possible to find out? The answer is yes, if we follow the right breadcrumbs.
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