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Introduction

John Wilkes Booth was a bright and engaging child born into a well-known theatrical family. His father, Junius Brutus Booth, had acquired considerable fame, and by the time John Wilkes was 14 years old, his brother Edwin was making a name for himself as well. Fame became John Wilkes Booth’s primary objective. Ambitious and handsome, he was anxious to outshine his father and brother.

Throughout his early twenties, Booth was on the threshold of fabulous success. However, as America moved closer to a bloody civil war, he became filled with rage against the Unionists who threatened to banish southern slavery. In his mind, the real cause of the problem was abolitionist President Abraham Lincoln. For John Wilkes Booth, Lincoln’s ideologies were unnatural and detrimental to the country. Casting himself as the hero, he soon began to weave a plot to kidnap the president and remove this threat to the southern way of life.

When General Robert E. Lee surrendered on April 9, 1865, and the south lost the war, Booth became certain that killing President Lincoln would be a service to his country and bring him more fame than the stage ever could. Thus, on April 14, 1865, John Wilkes Booth enacted an elaborate plan; he shot President Lincoln while he was attending a play at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, D.C.

The fanatical actor had written and enacted his own script and assassinated a president who had labored hard for peace and equality. Yet John Wilkes Booth did not become the hero he had dreamed of being. Instead, he was caught, killed, and buried in an unmarked grave. This is his story.


Chapter One

Early Signs of Trouble

“I must have fame!”

—John Wilkes Booth

John Wilkes Booth was born in Bel Air, Maryland, on May 10, 1838, the ninth of ten children. His parents had emigrated from England and were making a new home for themselves in America. They were a well-to-do, well-liked family, at least on the surface. His mother, Mary Ann, was the daughter of an English seed merchant; his father, Junius, came from a prominent British thespian family. While Junius crisscrossed the United States to act in plays, Mary Ann raised their brood in Maryland.

Growing up, John Wilkes was considered a good boy. His brother Edwin said that “He was of a gentle disposition. Full of fun,” and “All his family found a source of joy in his boyish and confiding nature.” His sister Asia noted a different side of him, saying, “When his turn came, he would wear his argument threadbare. His discussion was didactic, if not always interesting, yet his conceit was never so great that he refused correction.” It seems he was a headstrong boy but loved by his family.

Indeed, the two black servants who worked for the Booth family also adored him. Ann, who helped with the household chores, was asked after John Wilkes’ death whether she would have provided help to him when he was on the run. She didn’t hesitate in her answer. “Indeed, I would . . . give him all that I have.” During his adolescence, Wilkes Booth witnessed slavery all around him. The treatment of black people as inferiors was normal to him and a way of life he firmly advocated. To him, the world belonged to white people.

Initially, the family lived on a farm, but eventually Junius, who loved the city lights, bought another house in Baltimore, the second-largest city in the country at the time. The city was dynamic and sophisticated, and it provided young John Wilkes Booth with an entirely new experience.

Yet below the surface, there were problems in this seemingly happy family. Junius was making a name for himself as one of the greatest dramatists of the American stage, and he had the artistic temperament to go along with it. He once tried to stab a fellow actor and, having shot one man and assaulted a series of other men, Junius saw the inside of jails in several states. He also wrote a letter threatening the life of President Andrew Jackson and was known to have made several suicide attempts. A Baltimore newspaper asked the question, “Is this man a maniac?”

In late 1846, a skeleton rattled Junius’ closet. While his behavior had often been questionable, this incident revealed a whole new level of poor judgment. Junius was in the office of the poet John Hill Hewitt when a woman burst in. Her name was Marie Christine Adelaide Delannoy, and she announced that she was Junius’ wife from England. At the time of his departure from Europe, Junius had told Adelaide that he would be touring for a few years in the United States and that he would send money to support her and their two children. Instead, he had abandoned them to move in with his mistress, Mary Ann.

Junius was shocked to see Adelaide and became even more perturbed when she went to the farm to announce her status and arrival to a stunned Mary Ann. Learning that she was married to an adulterer was a crushing blow to Adelaide. She realized her marriage was a sham and began divorce proceedings, leaving Junius in no position to defend himself. In 1851, the divorce went through, after which Junius immediately married Mary Ann.

It is difficult to know how much of the scandal John Wilkes Booth understood at his young age, but he could certainly see that his family was in a state of disgrace. Around the time of the remarriage, his brother noticed something strange about his younger sibling. Both in the city and on the farm, John Wilkes became obsessed with killing cats. Such troublesome behavior did not bode well for the boy’s future.

Perhaps to separate him from the worst of what was happening at home, John Wilkes was sent to the Milton Boarding School for Boys in Sparks, Maryland, in 1850. He was popular and enjoyed sports, but he was a poor student who did not enjoy his studies.

Junius, with whom John Wilkes had never been close, died two years later on November 30, 1852, of “consumption of the bowel,” probably from drinking contaminated water. This meant a loss of $5,000 a year in income for the family. Mary Ann decided to rent out the house in Baltimore and move to the family farm, where she would attempt to do the farm work herself.

Fifteen years old at the time, Wilkes Booth took on as much responsibility as he could. The laborers were managed by an overseer named George Hagan. To keep to a schedule, Hagan worked the farm horses to exhaustion. Mary Ann asked him to be gentler with the animals, but Hagen responded rudely. Booth, protective of his mother, confronted Hagen. Afterward, he bragged, “I knocked him down, which made him bleed like a butcher.” Even in his teens, John Wilkes Booth was already exhibiting the unstable temperament from which his father had suffered.

At this time, Booth was developing an interest in politics. Maryland, like much of the rest of the country, was seeing an influx of immigrants from around the world and especially from Ireland, which had just endured one of the worst famines in European history. Booth did not appreciate his country being overrun with foreigners. In his opinion, the Irish were nothing but “bastard subjects of other countries, unloyal foreigners who would glory in the downfall of the Republic.”

The farm was not running very well without a grown man in charge. After Booth’s older brother Edwin returned from a world tour of directing theaters and acting, he immediately took charge. The plan was to sell the farm and return to the city. But John Wilkes Booth wasn’t going




Chapter Ten

Legacy of an Assassin

“I have too great a soul to die like a criminal.”

—John Wilkes Booth

Booth’s actions had wide-reaching consequences, greatly affecting the entire country. After Andrew Johnson was sworn in, he undid most of Lincoln’s reconstruction efforts by pardoning the majority of southern rebels and allowing them to return to their old ways with the exception of slavery. Booth had been fanatical about keeping the south as he knew it in power and continuing a way of life where slavery was the norm. He had in a way actually hurt his cause by eliminating President Lincoln, who was working on unifying a divided country, in favor of Andrew Johnson, who made no attempt at reconstruction.

While Booth had already met his end, his co-conspirators met varying fates. Samuel Arnold was found guilty of conspiracy but was pardoned by President Johnson in 1869. George Atzerodt had been assigned to kill then-Vice President Johnson but backed out at the last minute. Nevertheless, he was found guilty and sentenced to be hanged. Lewis Powell’s assignment was to assassinate Secretary of State William Seward. Powell severely wounded Seward and injured many others. He was found guilty of attempted murder and was executed. David Herold, who had helped Booth escape, was likewise sentenced to hang. John Surratt’s mother, Mary Surratt, owned the boarding house where the conspirators frequently met. She was found guilty of abetting the conspiracy and was hanged on July 7. Her son John managed to flee and escape a criminal trial. He was later tried in a civilian court, but the case was dismissed after the jury could not reach a consensus.

John Wilkes Booth was only 26 years old when he changed the course of history and died as a result of his actions. As a successful actor, he had much to live for. He was handsome and could be quite charming. He was famous, popular with the ladies, and had the world at his feet. The number of people he was able to draw into his conspiracy proved that people liked and trusted him. He was receiving the fame he had longed for all his life, but it was not enough. Booth’s fanatic hatred cost his own life as well as his victim’s. Abraham Lincoln was a determined man whose vision was destined to change America—unfortunately, so was John Wilkes Booth.
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