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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Samuel A. Mudd was one of eight persons convicted in the 1865 Abraham Lincoln assassination trial. Four were executed. Dr. Mudd and the other three were sentenced to prison at Fort Jefferson, a military prison located on a remote island in the Gulf of Mexico.

      In 1867, there was a devastating yellow fever epidemic at Fort Jefferson. When the fort’s military doctor was stricken and died, Dr. Mudd took over and cared for the sick and dying until he himself was stricken and nearly died. When the epidemic was over, 300 soldiers signed a petition asking President Andrew Johnson to pardon Dr. Mudd, citing his heroic service during the epidemic. Johnson granted the pardon shortly before he left office in 1869.

      Back home, Dr. Mudd resumed his work as a country doctor and farmer until his death in 1883. Although his involvement in the Lincoln assassination story remains controversial today, his heroic work during the yellow fever epidemic redeemed him in the eyes of many.

      

      This book focuses on Dr. Mudd’s incarceration at Fort Jefferson. For a complete biography of Dr. Mudd’s life, see the author’s book entitled The Assassin’s Doctor - A Biography of Dr. Samuel A. Mudd.
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            FOUR REBEL PRISONERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Fort Jefferson]
        

        Fort Jefferson (Credit: National Park Service)

      

      

      July 17, 1865

      A soldier awakened the four men in their cells at Washington’s Arsenal prison around 1 a.m. and ordered them to get up. They were then taken to a nearby wharf on the Potomac River and put aboard a former Army hospital ship, the steamer State of Maine.

      The Maine quietly pulled away from the wharf and picked up speed as it slipped through the night down the Potomac River. By  dawn it was in the Chesapeake Bay, and by afternoon had arrived at Fortress Monroe, located at Hampton, Virginia, where the Chesapeake Bay empties into the Atlantic Ocean.

      One of the ships lying at anchor off Fortress Monroe that afternoon was the U.S.S. Florida, a 1,261-ton wooden side-wheel steamship the Navy had used to help enforce the blockade of the Atlantic coast of the Confederacy. The Florida’s commander, Captain William Budd, had orders to take on some very special passengers. His log book entry said he took aboard "4 rebel prisoners and a guard of 28 men and their rations."

      The 4 prisoners - Dr. Samuel A. Mudd, Edman Spangler, Samuel Arnold, and Michael O’Laughlen - had recently been convicted of conspiracy in the Abraham Lincoln assassination trial. Four others - David Herold, George Atzerodt, Mary Surratt, and Lewis Powell - had also been convicted at the same trial, but they were now dead, executed by hanging.

      Once the prisoners had been transferred to the Florida, the ship steamed out into the Atlantic Ocean, turned south, and headed to Fort Jefferson, a week away. The men had been told they would serve their sentences at the Federal penitentiary in Albany, New York, but the ship was now headed south, not north.

      Samuel Arnold later described their journey:

      
        
        No sooner were we upon the gunboat than we were ordered into the lower hold of the vessel. It required, in our shackled condition, the greatest care to safely reach there, owing to the limited space, eight inches of chain being allowed between our ankles. After leaving the second deck we were forced to descend upon a ladder whose rounds were distant so far apart that the chains bruised and lacerated the flesh and even the bone of the ankles. We remained in the sweltering hole during the night in an atmosphere pregnant with disagreeable odors, arising from various articles of subsistence stored within, and about 8 o’clock next morning we passed through another ordeal in our ascent to the deck, which was attended with more pain than the descent, owing to the raw condition of our wounds.

        All intercourse with the crew was prohibited, guards being stationed around us, and we were not permitted to move without being accompanied by an armed marine.  Subsistence of the grossest kind was issued, in the shape of fat salt pork and hard-tack. We remained on deck during the day, closely watching, as far as we were able, the steering of the vessel by the sun, and found we were steaming due South. The course was unchanged the next day and I began to suspect that fatal isle, the Dry Tortugas, was our destined home of the future.

        From this time out we remained on deck, our beds being brought up at night and taken between decks in the morning. Arriving off Hilton Head, S.C., and whilst lying in port, we were informed by General Dodd that he was sailing under sealed orders, but as soon as we left the port he would announce our destination. We remained there during the night, having received some guests on board, and the officers amused themselves with dancing and carousing. About 12 o’clock in the day we were informed that the Dry Tortugas was our destination. Of it I had no idea beyond that gathered through the columns of the press, in which it had been depicted as a perfect hell, which fact was duly established by imprisonment on its limited space. After the second day on the ocean the irons were removed from our feet during the day, but replaced at night, and we were permitted from this day out the privilege of being on deck on account of the oppressive heat of the climate, where we could catch the cool sea breeze as it swept across the deck in the ship's onward track over the bounding ocean.

      

      

      There were close to 2,000 people at Fort Jefferson during the war, but the population had dropped to 1,013 by the time Dr. Mudd arrived. Of these, 486 were soldiers or civilians, and 527 were military prisoners.

      The civilians included family members of some of the soldiers, a lighthouse keeper and his family, cooks, machinists, carpenters, blacksmiths, masons, general laborers, and miscellaneous others. Construction of Fort Jefferson had begun in 1846, and was still underway in 1865.

      The prisoners were a rough crowd. Their crimes included murder, manslaughter, robbery, grand larceny, and desertion. A standing order said:

      
        
        If a prisoner refuses to obey orders the sentinel must shoot him, and then use his bayonet, at the same time calling for the guard.

      

      

      Inside the fort there was a large central parade ground surrounded by soldiers’ living quarters, gunpowder magazines, storehouses, and other buildings necessary for construction.

      Outside the fort was a wharf for visiting ships, a carpenter shop, hospital, dining hall and sleeping quarters for civilian workers.
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            THE LINCOLN ASSASSINATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr Mudd, born in 1833, was the fourth of Henry and Sarah Mudd’s 10 children. He grew up on his parents’ large tobacco plantation near the small Maryland village of Bryantown, about 30 miles south of Washington, D.C.

      Sam was home-schooled as a child, but when he turned 15 in 1849, he left home to attend St. John’s College in Frederick, Maryland. In 1851, he transferred to Georgetown College (now Georgetown University) in Washington, D.C. Both schools were run by the Jesuits, known for their intellectual rigor and firm discipline.

      Shortly after Sam’s 2nd year at Georgetown began, he was expelled. He and a number of fellow students had protested what they considered the unfair discipline of a fellow classmate. But they carried the protest a bit too far, and Sam and five other boys were expelled.

      Sam spent the next two years working for his cousin Dr. George Mudd, and then enrolled at the University of Maryland Medical Department in Baltimore, graduating on March 5, 1856. A year later he married his childhood sweetheart Sarah Frances Dyer.

      
        
          [image: Sarah Frances Dyer Mudd]
        

        Sarah Frances Dyer Mudd (Credit Dr. Samuel A. Mudd House Museum)

      

      Sam’s father gave him a 218 acre farm as a wedding present. His father and Sarah’s brother Jeremiah also gave Sam 9 slaves to help run the farm and grow the tobacco he needed to supplement his income as a young doctor.

      But Maryland slavery and the economy it supported were about to collapse. When the Civil War broke out in April 1861, slaves began to escape to the Union Army camps that were being set up throughout Southern Maryland, and to Washington, D.C. where slavery was abolished in 1862. The final collapse of slavery in Maryland occurred in November 1864 when a new state constitution abolishing slavery took effect.

      Dr. Mudd was unable to raise a crop in the summer of 1864 due to the lack of field hands. He was thinking about selling his farm when he was introduced to someone who said he might be interested in buying it, a 26-year-old actor by the name of John Wilkes Booth.
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        * * *
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        John Wilkes Booth (Credit: Library of Congress)

      

      John Wilkes Booth had the wholly impractical idea that if he could somehow kidnap U.S. President Abraham Lincoln, the Union government would exchange a large number of Confederate prisoners for him, or perhaps even force the Union Government into discussions ending the war on terms favorable to the Confederacy.

      Booth’s kidnapping idea involved transporting a captured Lincoln in a carriage from Washington, D.C. to the Confederate government in Richmond. Booth went to southern Maryland two or three times in the fall of 1864 to familiarize himself with the road network, and to recruit any Confederate-friendly locals who might be willing to help the kidnappers as they carried the president through their territory.

      On one of these visits in November 1864 Booth was introduced to Dr. Mudd at a church service in Bryantown. He told Dr. Mudd he was visiting the area to look for land and a horse to buy. The land was a lie, but he was interested in buying a good horse. Dr. Mudd told him he might be interested in selling his farm, and that his neighbor had a good horse for sale. He invited Booth to stop by.

      Booth went to the Mudd farm, had dinner, and stayed the night. He then looked over the farm, purchased a horse from Dr. Mudd’s neighbor, and returned to Washington.

      A month later, just before Christmas, Dr. Mudd went to Washington where he met Booth again. Dr. Mudd later said it was for the purpose of further discussing the sale of his farm. They had drinks and conversation with two other people - John Surratt and Surratt’s friend Louis Weichmann. Surratt became a co-conspirator in the kidnap plot. Weichmann became a prosecution witness at the conspiracy trial.
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        * * *

      

      On April 14, 1865, four months after Dr. Mudd met with Booth in Washington, John Wilkes Booth crept up behind President Abraham Lincoln in his box at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, D.C., and shot him in the head.

      Booth leaped from Lincoln’s box onto the stage, breaking a bone in his left leg. He hobbled across the stage, went through a back door to the alley, got onto his horse, and rode hard out of the city across the Eastern Branch bridge. He shortly met up with an accomplice, David Herold, who had crossed the bridge  shortly before.

      The two men rode quickly through the dark Maryland countryside, following the escape route Booth had originally planned for his kidnap plot. Booth decided he had to find a doctor to treat his aching leg, and headed to Dr. Mudd’s farm with Herold.

      Dr. Mudd opened his front door to loud knocking at 4 a.m., and saw Booth, who said he and a companion were on their way to Washington when his horse fell and he broke his leg.

      Dr. Mudd helped Booth up the stairs to the guest bedroom on the second floor. He cut the boot off Booth’s swollen left leg and found a broken bone about two inches above the left ankle, fashioned a splint for the leg, and told Booth to rest.

      President Lincoln died in Washington at 7:22 a.m. He had lived through the night without regaining consciousness.

      While Booth rested at the farm house, Dr. Mudd went to Bryantown and found it full of soldiers who told him that President Lincoln had been assassinated, and that John Wilkes Booth was the assassin. Instead of telling the soldiers to go arrest Booth back at his farm, Dr. Mudd returned home, arriving just as Booth and Herold were preparing to leave.

      Did Dr. Mudd fail to tell the soldiers that Booth was at his farm because a captured Booth might implicate him in the kidnap plot? In a newspaper interview shortly after Dr. Mudd died in 1883, his cousin Dr. George Mudd said:

      
        
        …there is no doubt of his having been connected with a previous intention of Booth to kidnap or abduct the president, and perhaps some other persons from the city of Washington, and bring them through this country.

      

      

      In another newspaper interview around the same time, one of Dr. Mudd’s defense attorneys, Frederick Stone, said the same thing:

      
        
        He was undoubtedly accessory to the abduction plot.

      

      

      On Monday, April 24, 1865, ten days after the assassination, Dr. Mudd was arrested and taken to the Old Capitol Prison in Washington, D.C.
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            THE CONSPIRACY TRIAL

          

        

      

    

    
      Eight persons were arrested for conspiracy in the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. They were David Herold, George Atzerodt, Mary Surratt, Lewis Powell, Samuel Arnold, Michael O’Laughlen, Edman Spangler, and Dr. Mudd.

      On May 1, 1865, President Johnson ordered creation of a  nine-member Military Commission to try the alleged conspirators. The trial lasted from May 9 to June 30, 1865.

      Unlike a civilian trial where a unanimous vote was required for a guilty verdict, a vote of only five of the nine military judges was required for a guilty verdict. Six guilty votes imposed the death penalty.

      How the nine military judges voted was not made public, but David Herold, Mary Surratt, Lewis Powell, and George Atzerodt must have received six or more guilty votes since they were executed by hanging.

      
        
          [image: David Herold, Lincoln assassination conspirator.]
        

        David Herold (Credit: Library of Congress)

      

      David Herold, found guilty and hanged, had accompanied Booth during the entire twelve-day escape attempt, from the night of the assassination until he was captured at the same place Booth was killed by the soldiers.

      
        
          [image: Mary Surratt, Lincoln assassination conspirator.]
        

        Mary Surratt (Credit: National Archives)

      

      Mary Surratt, found guilty and hanged, was the owner of the Washington boarding house where Booth and his fellow conspirators plotted against Lincoln, and of the Surrattsville tavern where she stored supplies for Booth’s escape from Washington.

      
        
          [image: John Surratt, Lincoln assassination conspirator.]
        

        John Surratt (Credit: Library of Congress)

      

      Mary Surratt’s son John Surratt was sought as a conspirator, but had escaped arrest by fleeing to Canada, and eventually to Egypt, where he was captured a year later and returned to
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