
chasing lincolns killer

The pursuit of justice following the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln was a
monumental undertaking, a national manhunt that captivated and consumed a nation still
reeling from the Civil War. This dramatic chapter in American history, often referred to as
"chasing Lincoln's killer," involved meticulous detective work, daring pursuits, and a deep
understanding of the political and social landscape of the time. The man responsible, John
Wilkes Booth, a renowned actor, leveraged his connections and knowledge of the
Confederacy to evade capture for nearly two weeks. This article delves into the intricate
details of this intense pursuit, exploring the key figures involved, the challenges faced by
law enforcement, and the eventual apprehension of Booth and his co-conspirators.
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The assassination of President Abraham Lincoln on April 14, 1865, sent shockwaves across
the United States. The nation, barely emerging from the devastating Civil War, was
plunged into renewed grief and a burning desire for retribution. The immediate aftermath
was a scene of chaos and confusion, but swiftly, a determined effort to identify and
apprehend the perpetrator began. This wasn't just a simple arrest; it was a complex
manhunt that would test the resolve of a nascent federal law enforcement apparatus. The
story of chasing Lincoln's killer is a testament to the dedication of those who sought to
bring the assassin to justice and restore a semblance of order to a fractured nation.



The Assassination and the Immediate Aftermath

President Abraham Lincoln was attending a performance of "Our American Cousin" at
Ford's Theatre in Washington, D.C., when he was fatally shot by John Wilkes Booth. The
attack occurred during the third act, at a moment when the audience's laughter was
expected to mask the sound of a gunshot. Booth, a well-known actor with Confederate
sympathies, had meticulously planned the assassination as part of a larger conspiracy to
destabilize the Union government. Immediately following the shooting, chaos erupted in
the theatre. Booth famously leaped from the presidential box onto the stage, shouting "Sic
semper tyrannis!" (Thus always to tyrants) before making his escape.

The State of the Nation in April 1865

The timing of Lincoln's assassination could not have been more sensitive. The Civil War
had officially ended just days earlier, with Confederate General Robert E. Lee
surrendering to Union General Ulysses S. Grant at Appomattox Court House on April 9,
1865. The nation was exhausted by years of conflict and was embarking on the arduous
process of Reconstruction. Lincoln's vision for a more lenient and inclusive Reconstruction
policy was widely debated. His death created a vacuum and fueled uncertainty about the
nation's future, making the apprehension of his killer an urgent national priority.

Initial Reactions and the Launch of the Manhunt

The immediate hours after the assassination were filled with panic and a desperate search
for the assassin. Authorities quickly identified John Wilkes Booth as the assailant.
Witnesses provided descriptions and accounts of his movements. The urgency to capture
Booth was amplified by the fear that he might escape the country or continue his
campaign of violence. Thus began the extensive federal pursuit, a critical phase in chasing
Lincoln's killer, involving a coordinated effort to track his movements and dismantle his
network.

John Wilkes Booth: The Assassin and His Escape

John Wilkes Booth was a figure of considerable public recognition in his time, known for
his theatrical prowess and his deeply held Confederate loyalties. His background played a
significant role in his ability to evade capture in the initial stages of the manhunt. Booth



was a charismatic individual who possessed a keen understanding of the political climate
and the geography of the region, particularly Maryland, which bordered the Confederate
states and had a significant Southern sympathizing population.

Booth's Motives and the Conspiracy

Booth's primary motive was to avenge the Confederacy and strike a blow against the
Union leadership. He believed that by assassinating President Lincoln, he could reignite
the Confederate cause and potentially reverse the outcome of the war. His plan was more
extensive than just killing Lincoln; he also intended to assassinate Vice President Andrew
Johnson and Secretary of State William Seward simultaneously. While the other
assassination attempts were either unsuccessful or did not result in death, Booth
succeeded in killing the President. This intricate conspiracy underscored the depth of his
commitment to the Southern cause and his willingness to resort to extreme violence.

The Escape Route from Washington D.C.

Following the assassination, Booth fled Ford's Theatre on horseback, aided by a carriage
driver named John S. Maryat. His initial escape route was carefully planned, aiming to get
him out of Washington, D.C., and into familiar territory in Maryland. He sought refuge
with sympathizers and co-conspirators who assisted him in navigating the area and
evading immediate capture. This network of individuals played a crucial role in providing
him with shelter, transportation, and supplies, significantly complicating the early stages
of chasing Lincoln's killer.

Booth's Flight Through Maryland

Booth's journey through Maryland was a clandestine and perilous one. He relied on a
network of Southern sympathizers, many of whom were connected to the original
conspiracy. These individuals provided him with safe houses, fresh horses, and assistance
in crossing the Potomac River. The terrain and the local knowledge of those who aided
him were vital in his ability to elude the pursuing Union soldiers and detectives. His goal
was to reach Virginia, where he believed he could find refuge and potentially make his
way further South.



The Federal Pursuit of Lincoln's Killer

The federal government wasted no time in initiating a massive manhunt for John Wilkes
Booth. The task of chasing Lincoln's killer fell largely upon the shoulders of Secretary of
War Edwin Stanton, who mobilized federal troops and detectives. The pursuit was
characterized by a sense of urgency and a determination to bring Booth to justice, not only
for the crime itself but also to quell any potential resurgence of Confederate resistance
and to provide a sense of closure for the grieving nation.

The Formation of the Pursuit Party

The immediate response to the assassination involved the formation of a dedicated pursuit
party. This group was comprised of soldiers from the U.S. Army, including cavalry units,
and detectives from the newly formed National Detective Police. The initial commander of
the pursuit was Lieutenant Colonel Lafayette Baker, chief of the National Detective Police.
However, the ultimate responsibility and direction of the manhunt were largely driven by
Secretary Stanton's resolute command.

The Challenges of the Manhunt

Chasing Lincoln's killer was fraught with numerous challenges. The vastness of the
terrain, the limited communication technology of the era, and the widespread sympathy
for the Confederate cause in some areas made the pursuit exceptionally difficult. Booth
was also a skilled actor and familiar with disguises, further complicating efforts to identify
and locate him. The constant threat of Booth finding refuge among sympathizers meant
that every lead had to be thoroughly investigated, often resulting in dead ends and
frustrations for the pursuing forces.

Utilizing Intelligence and Informants

Federal authorities relied heavily on intelligence gathering and the use of informants to
track Booth's movements. They interviewed witnesses at the theatre, in Washington, and
along potential escape routes. Information was also gathered from individuals who had
knowledge of Booth's associates and his movements before and after the assassination.
The effectiveness of these informants, coupled with the diligent work of the detectives,
was crucial in piecing together Booth's escape route and narrowing down his potential



hiding places.

Key Figures in the Manhunt

The success of chasing Lincoln's killer depended on the dedication and skill of several key
individuals within the Union government and military. These figures played pivotal roles in
organizing, leading, and executing the complex pursuit that ultimately led to Booth's
capture.

Major Thomas Eckert

Major Thomas Eckert, a telegrapher and civilian aide to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton,
played a critical role in coordinating communications during the manhunt. He was
instrumental in relaying information about Booth's movements to the pursuing forces and
in managing the flow of intelligence. His efforts ensured that the various branches of the
government involved in the pursuit were kept informed and could respond effectively.

Lieutenant Colonel Lafayette Baker

Lieutenant Colonel Lafayette Baker, as the chief of the National Detective Police, was
initially tasked with leading the manhunt. He was a seasoned operative known for his
methods, which sometimes bordered on the controversial. Baker's agency was responsible
for a significant portion of the intelligence gathering and the initial organization of the
pursuit. His deep understanding of the underworld and his network of informants were
valuable assets in the early days of chasing Lincoln's killer.

Sergeant Boston Corbett

Sergeant Boston Corbett, a Union cavalryman, is forever etched in history for firing the
shot that killed John Wilkes Booth. Corbett was part of the detachment led by Lieutenant
Colonel Edward P. Doherty that cornered Booth and his accomplice, David Herold, in a
tobacco shed on Richard Garrett's farm in Virginia. His actions, though controversial due
to Booth being captured alive, brought a definitive end to the pursuit.



Lieutenant Colonel Edward P. Doherty

Lieutenant Colonel Edward P. Doherty commanded the cavalry detachment that ultimately
apprehended John Wilkes Booth. His leadership and tactical acumen were essential in
tracking down Booth and Herold to their final hiding place. Doherty's men were relentless
in their pursuit, demonstrating the unwavering commitment of the federal forces involved
in chasing Lincoln's killer.

The Role of the Public in Chasing Lincoln's Killer

While the federal government led the official manhunt, the public also played an indirect
but significant role in the pursuit of Lincoln's killer. The widespread outrage and desire for
justice fueled vigilance among citizens, many of whom provided crucial tips and assistance
to the authorities.

Public Outcry and Demands for Justice

The assassination of President Lincoln generated an overwhelming outpouring of grief and
anger across the North. This public sentiment created immense pressure on the
government to act swiftly and decisively. Citizens were eager to assist in any way they
could, from reporting suspicious activity to offering information about known Confederate
sympathizers or individuals who might be aiding Booth. The collective desire for justice
acted as a powerful force amplifying the efforts of the official pursuit.

Citizen Informants and Assistance

Numerous individuals, driven by patriotism or a sense of civic duty, came forward with
information that aided the investigation. Local citizens in Maryland and Virginia, who may
have encountered Booth or his associates, provided vital clues to the federal agents. The
assistance from these ordinary citizens, often at considerable personal risk, was invaluable
in piecing together Booth's movements and ultimately cornering him. Their willingness to
help underscored the national commitment to seeing chasing Lincoln's killer through to its
conclusion.



The Impact of Sympathy for the Confederacy

Conversely, the existing sympathy for the Confederacy in certain border regions presented
a challenge. Some individuals, still loyal to the Southern cause, were willing to harbor and
assist Booth, providing him with shelter and resources. This network of sympathizers,
though clandestine, made the task of chasing Lincoln's killer more arduous. Federal
agents had to navigate these areas with extreme caution, often dealing with a populace
that was not entirely cooperative.

Challenges and Obstacles in the Pursuit

The manhunt for John Wilkes Booth was a complex operation, facing a multitude of
challenges that tested the capabilities of the federal forces and highlighted the difficulties
of law enforcement in the 19th century. These obstacles made chasing Lincoln's killer a
demanding and protracted affair.

Geographic and Environmental Factors

The rugged terrain of Southern Maryland and Northern Virginia, characterized by dense
forests, swamps, and numerous waterways, provided Booth with ample cover. The
Potomac River, in particular, served as a barrier and a means of escape, as Booth
eventually crossed it into Virginia. The familiarity of Booth and his helpers with this
landscape gave them a significant advantage over the pursuing Union soldiers, who were
less acquainted with the local terrain.

Limited Technology and Communication

In 1865, communication technology was rudimentary compared to modern standards. The
primary means of transmitting information relied on telegraphs and couriers. This meant
that coordinating the efforts of multiple pursuit teams spread across a wide area was slow
and often inefficient. Delays in information sharing could allow Booth to stay one step
ahead, a constant frustration for those engaged in chasing Lincoln's killer.



The Role of Co-conspirators and Sympathizers

Booth was not alone; he had a network of co-conspirators who aided his escape. These
individuals, motivated by their commitment to the Confederate cause, provided him with
horses, disguises, food, and shelter. This clandestine support system was crucial for
Booth's survival and evasion. Identifying and apprehending these individuals was a
secondary but equally important aspect of the overall effort to bring the perpetrators to
justice.

Disguises and Deception

John Wilkes Booth was an actor by profession, and he used his skills to his advantage. He
employed disguises and altered his appearance to avoid recognition. This made it difficult
for witnesses and authorities to positively identify him, further complicating the process of
chasing Lincoln's killer. His ability to blend in and move through communities without
immediate suspicion added to the challenge.

The Capture and Consequences

After a relentless 12-day pursuit, the manhunt for John Wilkes Booth finally came to an
end. The capture, and subsequent events, had profound implications for the nation and the
individuals involved in chasing Lincoln's killer.

Locating Booth in Virginia

Acting on intelligence gathered from informants, federal troops, led by Lieutenant Colonel
Edward P. Doherty, tracked John Wilkes Booth and David Herold to a tobacco shed on
Richard Garrett's farm near Port Royal, Virginia. The detachment surrounded the farm,
and after several hours of negotiation and threats, the shed was set ablaze. Booth,
cornered and refusing to surrender, was shot by Sergeant Boston Corbett.



The Death of Booth and the Fate of Co-conspirators

John Wilkes Booth died on April 26, 1865, from the gunshot wound. While some debated
whether he was killed intentionally or accidentally, his death effectively concluded the
chase for the primary assassin. David Herold, who surrendered, was tried and executed
along with three other co-conspirators: Lewis Powell, Mary Surratt, and George Atzerodt.
Several other individuals involved in the conspiracy were also convicted and imprisoned.

The Trial and Execution of the Conspirators

The subsequent trial of the surviving conspirators was a significant event, symbolizing the
Union's resolve to punish those responsible for the assassination. The military commission
conducted the proceedings, finding all eight defendants guilty. The executions of Powell,
Surratt, Atzerodt, and Herold by hanging on July 7, 1865, marked the final act in the legal
ramifications of the plot and a grim conclusion to the era of chasing Lincoln's killer.

Legacy of the Manhunt for Lincoln's Killer

The dramatic pursuit and capture of John Wilkes Booth left an indelible mark on American
history. The legacy of chasing Lincoln's killer extends beyond the immediate capture of the
assassin, influencing the development of law enforcement and public memory.

The Evolution of Federal Law Enforcement

The manhunt highlighted the need for a more robust and coordinated federal law
enforcement system. The experience gained during this intensive pursuit contributed to
the development of agencies and methodologies that would be crucial for future
investigations and national security. The success, despite the challenges, demonstrated
the potential of federal authority in responding to national crises.

Public Memory and Historical Interpretation



The story of chasing Lincoln's killer has been recounted and reinterpreted countless times
through books, films, and historical accounts. It remains a compelling narrative of pursuit,
justice, and the profound impact of a single act of violence on a nation. The details of the
manhunt continue to fascinate historians and the public alike, offering insights into the era
and the characters involved.

The assassination of President Lincoln and the subsequent manhunt are crucial chapters
in the narrative of American resilience and the pursuit of accountability. The efforts to
track down John Wilkes Booth underscore the vital importance of dedicated law
enforcement and the collective will of a nation to uphold justice, even in the face of
immense tragedy. The legacy of chasing Lincoln's killer serves as a potent reminder of the
fragility of peace and the enduring quest for order and security.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main historical event surrounding the
phrase 'chasing Lincoln's killer'?
The phrase refers to the immediate manhunt for John Wilkes Booth, the assassin of U.S.
President Abraham Lincoln, following the assassination at Ford's Theatre on April 14,
1865.

Who was Lincoln's killer?
Lincoln's killer was John Wilkes Booth, a famous actor and Confederate sympathizer.

Where was Lincoln assassinated?
Abraham Lincoln was assassinated at Ford's Theatre in Washington, D.C.

What was the primary motivation behind Booth's
actions?
Booth's primary motivation was his strong belief in the Confederacy and his desire to
avenge the South's defeat in the Civil War, hoping to disrupt the Union government.

How long did the chase for John Wilkes Booth last?
The manhunt for John Wilkes Booth lasted for 12 days.

How was John Wilkes Booth eventually apprehended or



stopped?
John Wilkes Booth was cornered and killed in a barn in Bowling Green, Virginia, by Union
soldiers who set the barn on fire. He was shot by Sergeant Boston Corbett.

What is the significance of the phrase 'chasing Lincoln's
killer' in historical context?
The phrase signifies the dramatic and urgent pursuit of a nation's most wanted man after
a devastating act of political violence, highlighting the immediate aftermath of a pivotal
moment in American history.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to chasing Lincoln's killer, John Wilkes Booth, with short
descriptions:

1. "Chasing the Ghost: The Hunt for John Wilkes Booth"
This comprehensive account delves into the immediate aftermath of Lincoln's
assassination, meticulously detailing the nationwide manhunt for Booth. It explores the
strategies employed by Union cavalry, the network of sympathizers who aided Booth, and
the relentless pursuit that spanned over two weeks. The book offers a vivid picture of a
nation in shock and the desperate measures taken to bring the assassin to justice.

2. "The Assassin's Trail: Following John Wilkes Booth"
This narrative focuses on the physical journey of John Wilkes Booth after he shot President
Lincoln. It traces his escape route through Washington D.C., his clandestine travels
through Maryland and Virginia, and the challenges he faced in evading detection. The
author examines the landscape and the people Booth encountered, painting a realistic
portrait of his desperate flight.

3. "Beneath the Shadow of Ford's Theatre: The Pursuit of Booth"
This book examines the broader conspiracy surrounding Lincoln's assassination, placing
Booth's flight within the context of his co-conspirators' actions and fates. It highlights the
efforts of Secretary of War Edwin Stanton in organizing the manhunt and the pressure on
law enforcement to apprehend all involved. The narrative underscores the national
paranoia and the desire for retribution that fueled the search.

4. "The Manhunt That Defined an Era: Lincoln's Assassin"
This work positions the pursuit of John Wilkes Booth as a pivotal moment in American
history, exploring its impact on national sentiment and the early days of Reconstruction. It
analyzes the effectiveness of the pursuit and the eventual capture and death of Booth,
highlighting the lessons learned from this national trauma. The book argues for the hunt's
significance in shaping the early post-war period.

5. "Ford's Theatre to Garrett's Farm: The Final Chapters of Booth's Flight"
This title specifically narrows its focus to the latter stages of Booth's escape, beginning
from his injury and subsequent hiding places in Southern Maryland. It meticulously details
the intelligence gathering and the methodical approach that led federal troops to Garrett's



farm. The book culminates with the dramatic confrontation and Booth's death, offering a
close-up examination of his final hours.

6. "Booth's Shadow: The Enduring Mystery of His Escape"
While recounting the pursuit, this book also touches upon lingering questions and theories
surrounding Booth's movements and any potential aid he received. It explores the folklore
and the various accounts that have emerged over time, some suggesting less
straightforward explanations for certain aspects of his flight. The narrative acknowledges
the historical record while also engaging with the enduring fascination and speculative
elements.

7. "Pursuing Justice: The Detectives Who Hunted Booth"
This book shifts the focus to the individuals who spearheaded the hunt for John Wilkes
Booth, profiling key figures in the military and law enforcement tasked with his capture. It
delves into their backgrounds, their strategies, and the immense pressure they were under
to succeed. The narrative celebrates the dedication and perseverance of these often-
overlooked participants in this crucial manhunt.

8. "The Conspiracy and the Chase: Lincoln's Killer on the Run"
This book weaves together the intricate details of the assassination plot with the
subsequent flight of John Wilkes Booth. It explains how the conspirators planned their
actions and how Booth's escape was intricately linked to the failures of his accomplices.
The narrative provides a dual perspective, showing both the planning of the crime and the
frantic efforts to undo its devastating consequences.

9. "Twenty-Four Hours After the Shot: The Immediate Hunt for Lincoln's Slayer"
This title emphasizes the urgency and chaos of the immediate hours following the
assassination, focusing on the initial steps taken to identify and apprehend John Wilkes
Booth. It details the confusion in Washington D.C., the limited information available, and
the rapid mobilization of resources to track the assassin. The book captures the raw
emotion and the intense pressure of those critical first moments.
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