
capture of john wilkes booth

capture of john wilkes booth remains one of the most significant episodes in American history following the
assassination of President Abraham Lincoln. This event marked the end of a dramatic manhunt for Booth, the
Confederate sympathizer and actor who fatally shot the president at Ford’s Theatre in Washington, D.C. The
pursuit and ultimate apprehension of Booth involved multiple law enforcement agencies, military personnel, and
civilians, highlighting the intense efforts to bring the assassin to justice. This article explores the
circumstances leading to Booth’s capture, the details of the manhunt, the location and manner of his arrest,
and the immediate aftermath of the event. Additionally, the broader implications for national security and
justice during this turbulent post-Civil War period will be examined. The following sections provide a detailed
account and analysis of the capture of John Wilkes Booth.

Background and Assassination of Abraham Lincoln

The Manhunt for John Wilkes Booth

The Capture and Death of John Wilkes Booth

Aftermath and Historical Impact

Background and Assassination of Abraham Lincoln

The capture of John Wilkes Booth cannot be fully understood without first examining the context of the
assassination itself. On the evening of April 14, 1865, Booth, a well-known actor and Southern sympathizer,
entered Ford’s Theatre where President Abraham Lincoln was attending a performance of the play Our American
Cousin. Booth shot Lincoln in the back of the head, a fatal wound that would lead to the president’s death
the following day. This assassination was part of a larger conspiracy aimed at destabilizing the Union
government and reviving the Confederate cause after the Civil War.

Motivations Behind the Assassination

John Wilkes Booth was motivated by strong Confederate loyalties and a desire to avenge the South’s defeat.
He believed that killing Lincoln would throw the Union into chaos and possibly reignite the Confederate
resistance. Booth’s plan extended beyond Lincoln’s assassination; he also targeted Vice President Andrew
Johnson and Secretary of State William H. Seward, intending to decapitate the Union leadership. Although the
other assassination attempts failed, Lincoln’s death plunged the nation into mourning and triggered an intense
search for Booth.

Initial Escape

Immediately after shooting Lincoln, Booth leapt from the presidential box onto the stage, breaking his leg in the
process, and fled the theatre. He escaped Washington, D.C., crossing the Navy Yard Bridge into Maryland. His
initial escape was aided by several co-conspirators and sympathizers who provided shelter and assistance. This
early phase of Booth’s flight set the stage for a nationwide manhunt that would last nearly two weeks.



The Manhunt for John Wilkes Booth

The capture of John Wilkes Booth was the culmination of an extensive manhunt involving federal troops, law
enforcement officers, and local citizens. The manhunt was one of the most exhaustive in American history at the
time, reflecting the gravity of the crime and the urgent demand for justice. Authorities pursued leads across
multiple states and coordinated efforts to track Booth’s movements.

Key Figures in the Pursuit

Several individuals played crucial roles in the manhunt. Edwin Stanton, Secretary of War, took charge of the
investigation and mobilized resources. Lafayette C. Baker, head of the National Detective Police, conducted
interrogations and gathered intelligence. Military officers, including Lieutenant Edward P. Doherty, led troops
tasked with capturing Booth and his accomplices. The cooperation between civilian and military authorities
was instrumental in the eventual success of the manhunt.

Booth’s Route and Hiding Places

Booth and his accomplice, David Herold, traveled through Maryland and Virginia, often moving by night and
relying on sympathizers for shelter. Key locations included the Garrett farm near Port Royal, Virginia, where
Booth hid in a tobacco barn. The geographic terrain, dense forests, and local support networks complicated
the efforts to locate him. Despite these challenges, the persistence of law enforcement gradually closed the net
around Booth’s position.

Challenges Faced During the Manhunt

Limited communication technology slowed information sharing.

Booth’s familiarity with the region and connections aided evasion.

Confederate sympathizers sometimes hindered pursuit efforts.

Physical injuries sustained by Booth complicated his mobility.

The Capture and Death of John Wilkes Booth

The capture of John Wilkes Booth was finalized on April 26, 1865, twelve days after the assassination. The
dramatic conclusion occurred at the Garrett farm, where Booth had been hiding in a barn. The events
surrounding his capture have been the subject of extensive historical documentation and analysis.

The Siege at Garrett Farm

Federal troops, led by Lieutenant Edward P. Doherty, surrounded the farm after Herold surrendered. Booth
refused to leave the barn despite repeated demands. To force him out, soldiers set the barn on fire. Booth was



shot by Sergeant Boston Corbett during the standoff, sustaining a fatal wound. He was carried from the
burning barn and died a few hours later on the porch of the Garrett house. His death ended the manhunt but left
many questions about justice and due process.

Details of Booth’s Death

Booth’s wound was severe and considered mortal. He reportedly died uttering defiant words, maintaining his
allegiance to the Confederate cause until the end. The decision to shoot Booth, rather than capture him alive,
remains controversial but was influenced by fears he might escape or kill himself. His body was transported
back to Washington, D.C., for autopsy and identification.

Role of David Herold

David Herold, Booth’s accomplice, surrendered voluntarily and provided critical information about Booth’s
whereabouts. Herold was later tried and executed for his role in the conspiracy. His cooperation during the
manhunt was vital in ending Booth’s flight and facilitating his capture.

Aftermath and Historical Impact

The capture of John Wilkes Booth had profound implications for the United States in the immediate post-Civil
War era. It brought closure to a national tragedy and reinforced the rule of law during a period of intense
political and social upheaval. The legal proceedings against Booth’s co-conspirators and the security
measures implemented in the wake of Lincoln’s assassination shaped future policies regarding national security
and presidential protection.

Trials and Punishments

Following Booth’s death, several of his co-conspirators were arrested, tried, and convicted. The military
tribunal that tried the conspirators sentenced four to death and others to imprisonment. These trials were
notable for their rapidity and severity, reflecting the government’s determination to punish those involved in the
assassination plot.

Legacy of the Capture

The capture and death of John Wilkes Booth have been immortalized in American history as a symbol of justice
served after a national crisis. The event underscored the vulnerability of the presidency and led to reforms in
security protocols for protecting the nation’s leaders. Additionally, it marked a turning point in the nation’s
healing process after the Civil War.

Lessons Learned

Importance of coordinated law enforcement and military efforts.



Need for enhanced security measures for public officials.

The role of intelligence gathering in criminal investigations.

The impact of political violence on national stability.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was John Wilkes Booth?

John Wilkes Booth was an American actor and Confederate sympathizer who assassinated President Abraham
Lincoln in 1865.

When and where was John Wilkes Booth captured?

John Wilkes Booth was captured on April 26, 1865, in a tobacco barn on the Garrett farm near Port Royal,
Virginia.

How was John Wilkes Booth found and captured?

Booth was found hiding in a tobacco barn, which was set on fire by Union soldiers. He was shot by Sergeant
Boston Corbett when he refused to surrender and was later captured alive.

What happened to John Wilkes Booth after his capture?

John Wilkes Booth died a few hours after being shot by Sergeant Boston Corbett on April 26, 1865. He was
paralyzed from the neck down and bled to death.

Was John Wilkes Booth captured alone?

No, John Wilkes Booth was captured along with his accomplice, David Herold, who surrendered shortly after
Booth was found.

What led Union soldiers to the location of John Wilkes Booth?

Union soldiers tracked Booth's movements and received information about his whereabouts, ultimately leading
them to the Garrett farm where he was hiding.

How did the capture of John Wilkes Booth impact the nation?

The capture and death of John Wilkes Booth brought closure to the nation after the assassination of
President Lincoln and marked the end of the manhunt for Lincoln's killer.

Additional Resources
1. Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for Lincoln's Killer
This gripping narrative by James L. Swanson details the intense and relentless pursuit of John Wilkes Booth
after he assassinated President Abraham Lincoln. The book provides a day-by-day account of the manhunt,
highlighting the efforts of Union soldiers and detectives who tracked Booth across Maryland and Virginia.
Swanson combines historical facts with vivid storytelling, making the drama of the hunt accessible and



compelling.

2. The Capture of John Wilkes Booth
Author William A. Tidwell offers a focused examination of the final days of Booth's escape and eventual
capture. The book delves into the strategies used by Union forces, the role of informants, and the dramatic
standoff at Garrett’s farm. Tidwell also explores the broader implications of Booth’s capture on post-Civil
War America.

3. Killing Lincoln: The Shocking Assassination That Changed America Forever
Bill O’Reilly and Martin Dugard present a fast-paced recounting of the assassination of Lincoln and the
subsequent efforts to capture Booth. The book places heavy emphasis on the manhunt, the political climate,
and the personal stories of those involved. It is known for its engaging narrative style and detailed historical
research.

4. Lincoln's Assassin: John Wilkes Booth and the Murder That Changed America
Michael W. Kauffman provides an insightful biography of Booth, focusing on his motivations and the
consequences of his actions. The book also covers the capture and death of Booth, giving readers a
comprehensive view of the assassin’s life and downfall. Kauffman’s analysis sheds light on the complexity of
Booth’s character and the nation’s response.

5. The Last Lincoln Conspirator: John Surratt's Flight from the Gallows
Although primarily about John Surratt, a co-conspirator in Lincoln’s assassination, this book by Mary
Surratt Bell includes detailed accounts of Booth’s capture. It discusses the broader conspiracy and the
efforts to bring all involved to justice, highlighting the interconnectedness of the manhunt and legal
proceedings.

6. Boothe's Capture and Death: A True Story of the Lincoln Assassination
This historical account focuses specifically on the events leading directly to Booth’s capture and death. The
author presents eyewitness testimonies and official records to recreate the tense moments at Garrett’s farm.
The book offers readers a close-up view of the final chapter in the manhunt.

7. Shadow of the Gallows: The Hunt for Lincoln’s Assassin
Author James L. Swanson returns with a detailed exploration of the extensive manhunt following Lincoln’s
assassination. The book examines the multiple forces involved in capturing Booth and the impact of his death on
the nation’s healing process. It provides rich context about the political and social atmosphere of the time.

8. The Lincoln Assassination: Crime and Punishment, Myth and Memory
Frank J. Williams analyzes the assassination and its aftermath, including the capture of Booth, through a lens
of historical interpretation and myth-making. The book investigates how the event was remembered and
portrayed in American culture, as well as the actual facts surrounding Booth’s flight and demise.

9. Blood on the Moon: The Assassination of Abraham Lincoln
Edward Steers Jr. offers a detailed and forensic look at the assassination and the pursuit of Booth. The book
covers the capture in depth, including the tactical decisions and key figures involved. Steers provides a critical
examination of the evidence and debunks some common myths about Booth’s escape.
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