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Introduction

When history remembers the night of April 14, 1865, the focus often falls on the tragic loss of President Abraham
Lincoln. Yet, equally pivotal is the dramatic pursuit that led to the capture of John Wilkes Booth.  This  pursuit
spanned two days, crossed state lines, and culminated in a dramatic confrontation at a rural Maryland farm.
Understanding this chase offers insight into the Union’s resolve, the assassin’s desperate flight, and the broader
implications for post Civil War America. In this article, we explore the context, the chase, the capture, and the lasting
legacy of one of the most consequential moments in American history.

The Shadow of Assassination: Context and Planning

Political Turmoil and the Rising Threat

By early 1865, the Civil War had been raging for four years. The Confederacy’s morale was dwindling, and many
Southern sympathizers sought revenge against the Union leadership. John Wilkes Booth, a renowned actor and
ardent Confederate supporter, was deeply embittered by Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and the Union’s
victory. He believed that eliminating the president would spark a resurgence of Southern resistance.

Booth’s Calculated Conspiracy

Booth meticulously planned the assassination, collaborating with co-conspirators such as Lewis Powell, David
Herold, and George Atzerodt. Their scheme involved a coordinated attack on the White House, the Capitol, and the
Treasury. The primary target, however, was the President’s evening event at Ford’s Theatre. Booth's role was
singular: to strike Lincoln with a pistol and then flee.

The Final Preparations

On the night of April 14, Booth and Powell entered the theater, Booth’s pistol concealed beneath his coat. He
entered the presidential box, waited for the moment, and fired a single shot from a distance of about 30 feet. The
bullet struck Lincoln’s neck, mortally wounding him. The theater erupted into chaos, and Booth vanished into the
darkness, leaving a trail of confusion and fear.

The Night of the Tragedy: Booth’s Escape

Immediate Aftermath and Initial Pursuit

Following the shooting, Booth fled the theater, taking a route through the theater's back stairwell and onto the
street. He was pursued by theater staff and the police, but the confusion and the night’s darkness allowed him to
slip away. He was seen near the Washington, D.C., rail yard, where he boarded a train heading north.

Booth’s Route and Intentions

Booth’s plan was to reach the north, presumably to escape into Canada or to seek refuge in the countryside. He
intended to use his connections, including the Confederate sympathizers in Maryland and Virginia, to secure a safe
haven. The Union’s immediate response was to launch a manhunt, determined to capture or neutralize the
assassin before he could reach the border.



Key Players in the Pursuit

The Union’s pursuit was led by Major General Henry W. Slocum and Major General John A. Logan. The U.S. Army’s
10th and 12th Corps, along with the United States Colored Troops, were dispatched to track Booth. Additionally, the
newly formed Union Intelligence Service played a critical role in gathering information and coordinating the pursuit.

The Manhunt Begins: Union Response

Strategic Deployment of Forces

Within hours of the assassination, the Union mobilized a massive force. The Army of the Potomac, under General
Ulysses S. Grant, was directed to pursue Booth. The Union also deployed the U.S. Army’s 15th Corps and the 2nd
Cavalry Division to cover key routes and intercept potential escape paths.

Use of Intelligence and Surveillance

Booth’s last known location was at the Washington, D.C., rail yard. Union intelligence agents monitored the rail
lines, intercepted telegrams, and interrogated witnesses. The Union’s ability to gather real-time information was
instrumental in narrowing Booth's possible routes.

Public Involvement and Rewards

President Lincoln’s death spurred a national outcry. The Union offered a bounty of $10,000 for Booth’s capture, a
substantial amount at the time. The public’s involvement was significant, with civilians offering tips and reports. The
pursuit became a nationwide effort, reflecting the urgency and gravity of the situation.

The Chase Across the Chesapeake: Key Pursuers

Major General Slocum’s Tactical Maneuvering

Major General Slocum led the cavalry units that pursued Booth’s trail. He coordinated with local militia and Union
soldiers to block escape routes. Slocum'’s forces were known for their discipline and speed, enabling them to cover
vast distances quickly.

Private John McPherson and the 15th Corps

Private John McPherson, a soldier in the 15th Corps, was one of the first to encounter Booth. He found the
assassin’s abandoned horse near a small farm, a crucial clue that led the Union forces closer to Booth’s hideout.

Local Witnesses and the Role of the Community

Residents of rural Maryland played an unexpected role. A farmer named John Garrett, who owned the farm where
Booth was eventually captured, provided critical information. He reported seeing a man in a hurry and suspicious
activity in the area.

The Capture at the Garrett Farm: A Closer Look

Location and Significance of the Garrett Farm

The Garrett Farm, situated near the town of Upper Marlboro, Maryland, became the site of Booth’s final
confrontation. The farm’s secluded setting provided Booth with an ideal hideout. However, the Union’s relentless
pursuit forced him into a corner.

The Night of the Confrontation

On April 26, 1865, Union troops surrounded the Garrett Farm. Booth, believing he could escape via a hidden path,



attempted to flee into a nearby woods. He was confronted by a group of Union soldiers, including Sergeant John H.
H. McCoy, who pursued him relentlessly.

The Fatal Encounter

Booth was shot by Sergeant McCoy as he tried to escape. The bullet struck Booth's left shoulder, causing a severe
wound. Despite his injuries, Booth attempted to run, but the Union troops closed in. He was eventually surrounded
and killed on the farm’s porch. The exact circumstances of his death remain a subject of historical debate, but the
consensus is that he was shot by Union soldiers.

Immediate Aftermath and Recovery

Following Booth’s death, Union soldiers collected his body and transported it to Washington, D.C., for burial. The
body was identified by a distinctive scar and a ring that matched Booth’s. He was buried in a private cemetery in
Maryland, and his burial site became a point of interest for historians and the public alike.

Aftermath and Legal Proceedings

Trial of Booth’s Co-conspirators

Following Booth's capture, the Union authorities arrested several of his co-conspirators. The trials were conducted
in federal courts, with the government seeking to set a precedent for dealing with acts of treason. The trials were
swift, reflecting the Union’s determination to restore order.

Sentencing and Execution

Lewis Powell, David Herold, and George Atzerodt were found guilty of conspiracy and treason. They were executed
by hanging on July 7, 1865. Their executions were carried out in Washington, D.C., and were witnessed by large
crowds, underscoring the Union’s resolve to punish those who threatened national security.

Impact on Civil Rights and Reconstruction

Booth’s assassination and the subsequent pursuit had a ripple effect on Reconstruction. The Union’s swift
response reinforced the notion that the federal government would not tolerate acts of rebellion. It also accelerated
the process of rebuilding the South and integrating freed slaves into American society.

Legacy and Historical Significance

Symbolic Representation of National Resilience

The capture of Booth became a symbol of national resilience. It demonstrated that the Union, even after the death
of its president, could mobilize swiftly and decisively. This event reinforced the idea that the nation could endure
and recover from internal strife.

Influence on Modern Law Enforcement

The manhunt for Booth laid foundational practices for modern law enforcement. The use of intelligence gathering,
rapid deployment of forces, and public engagement are practices that modern police and military units still employ.
Booth’s pursuit is often studied in military academies and law enforcement training programs.

Public Memory and Cultural Depictions

Over the years, the capture of Booth has been depicted in films, books, and documentaries. These portrayals vary
in their accuracy, but they collectively highlight the tension, drama, and urgency of the chase. The story remains a
staple of American historical discourse.



Conclusion

The capture of John Wilkes Boothstands as a testament to the Union’s determination to uphold justice in the
face of unprecedented tragedy. From the moment Booth fled the theater to the final confrontation at the Garrett
Farm, the pursuit showcased strategic brilliance, public cooperation, and relentless resolve. While the
assassination of President Lincoln remains a somber chapter in American history, the subsequent manhunt and
Booth’s capture underscore the resilience of the nation. Understanding this event provides not only historical insight
but also lessons in leadership, justice, and national unity that remain relevant today.
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