
Ford's Theatre and The House Where Lincoln Died, 
in the heart of downtotvn Washington, commemorate 

the tragic death of Abraham Lincoln 

April 14,1865 
was a day of celebration and thanksgiv
ing in the Northern States. After four 
long years of war, Gen. Eobert E. Lee had 
surrendered and the capitulation of the 
Confederate Army of Gen. J. E. Johnston 
was expected soon. At Ford's Theatre on 
10th Street the celebrated comedy "Our 
American Cousin" had opened a 1-night 
stand. The play featured Laura Keene, a 
distinguished actress, in the leading role. 

About 10:30 a.m., a White House mes
senger came to the theatre to make arrange
ments for President and Mrs. Lincoln to 
attend the evening performance. Gen. and 
Mrs. Ulysses S. Grant were to accompany 
them, but in the afternoon other plans 
forced them to cancel the engagement. In 
their place the Lincolns invited Maj. Henry 
R. Rathbone and his fiancee, Clara Harris. 
The theatre managers made elaborate prep
arations for the Presidential visit. The par
tition between the two upper boxes on the 
right of the stage was removed. A sofa and 
some chairs, including an upholstered rock
ing chair which Lincoln had used on pre
vious visits, were brought into the box. They 
placed American flags on staffs beside the 
box and draped others on the railing. The 
blue regimental flag of the U.S. Treasury 
Guards hung from a staff against the cen
ter pillar. Directly below was an engraving 
of George Washington. 

At 8:30 p.m. the President's carriage 
drew up in front of the theatre. His body
guard met the party and escorted them up 
the stairs and on to the Presidential box. 
The play was in progress, but on the ar
rival of the President the orchestra struck 
up "Hail to the Chief." The audience rose 
and cheered as they caught sight of the 
President, and Lincoln moved to the front 
of the box and bowed. After the party was 
seated, the play resumed. 

About an hour later, John Wilkes Booth, 
a prominent actor of the day, rode up to 
the back door of the theatre and called for 
a stagehand to hold his horse. Crossing un
der the stage, he made his way to the Star 
Saloon next door and ordered whiskey. 
Shortly after 10, Booth returned to the the
atre and climbed the stairs to the dress 
circle where he watched the play for a few 
minutes. Then he quickly entered the pas
sageway to the Presidential box. Barring 
the door, he stepped into the box carrying 
a single-shot derringer and a dagger. He 
was now directly behind Lincoln, who sat 
with his head slightly turned toward the 
audience. I t was about 10:15 when the 
muffled shot sounded. The President slumped 
forward in his chair, then sank backward. 
Major Rathbone leaped to his feet and grap
pled with the assassin. Booth stabbed him 
in the arm and vaulted from the box onto 
the stage, brandishing his knife. As he 
jumped, his spur caught in the Treasury 
Guards flag and hit the Washington pic
ture. Thrown off balance, he landed awk
wardly on the stage, breaking his left leg. 
Even so, he was able to escape through the 
back door, slashing the orchestra leader on 
the way. He hurriedly mounted his horse 
and pounded down the alley to F Street. 

The audience was momentarily stunned 
by Booth's mad act, then confused and ter
rified. Three doctors from the audience 
examined the stricken President. The bullet 
had entered just above the left ear and 
lodged behind the right eye. Lincoln lay 
unconscious and barely breathing. Recog
nizing his condition as serious, the doctors 
knew that a ride over the rough cobble
stones to the White House might cause a 
fatal hemorrhage. 

Across the street William Petersen, a 
tailor, lived in a modest three-story row 
house. The noise in the street awakened a 
roomer, one Henry Safford. Told that the 
President had been shot, he called for the 
men carrying the unconscious body out of 
the theatre to bring him inside. They 
carried the President into a small first-floor 
bedroom and laid him diagonally across the 
bed. Throughout the night the doctors kept 
watch, as a continuous parade of Cabinet 
heads, Congressmen, Army officers, and 
friends came to the bedside. Mrs. Lincoln, 
overcome with grief, occasionally left the 
front parlor to go to her husband. In the 
back parlor Secretary of War Edwin M. 
Stanton began his investigation of the 
assassination. He interviewed several wit
nesses and gave the orders that enabled the 
Government to function throughout the 
night of crisis. 

Nothing could be done to help the dying 
President, and at 7:22 the next morning the 
struggle ended. Six days after Lee sur
rendered at Appomattox, President Lincoln 
was dead. 

Ford 's T h e a t r e 
The cornerstone of the present building 

was laid on February 28, 1863, and a few 
months later Ford's Theatre was finished. 
It replaced an earlier building, the First 
Baptist Church, which dated back to 1834. 

In 1859, the congregation merged with an
other church, and the building was aban
doned. Two years later John T. Ford, a 
Baltimore and Philadelphia theatrical pro
ducer, bought the property and converted it 
into a theatre—only to see it burn down on 
December 30, 1862. 

Ford's new theatre was much more elab
orate than the earlier converted church. 
Built of brick, it followed the best designs 
of the day and was regarded as one of the 
finest theatres in the country. 

After Lincoln's assassination, the War 
Department stationed guards outside Ford's 
Theatre and canceled all scheduled per
formances. In June 1865 the building was 
restored to Ford, who planned to reopen it. 
But since public opinion was aroused, the 
Government again took charge of the build
ing and prohibited its use as a theatre. 

Soon the Government began remodeling 
the theatre into a fireproof building for the 
storage of Government records. All wood
work was removed, and the building was 
divided into three stories. In 1866 the Gov
ernment purchased the building, and, for 
many years after, it was occupied by agen
cies of the War Department. 

On June 9, 1893, a second tragedy oc
curred when the three floors collapsed, kill
ing 22 clerks and injuring 68 others. The 
building was repaired the following year. 

Since 1932, Ford's Theatre has housed the 
Osborn H. Oldroyd collection of Lincolniana. 
Oldroyd gathered his collection for more 
than 60 years. It was first displayed in the 
Lincoln home in Springfield, 111. In 1893 it 
was brought to Washington and placed in 
the Petersen House. The Government pur
chased it in 1926. The collection includes 
books from Lincoln's library, the playbill 
for the night of the tragedy, and letters, 
documents, and other objects relating to 
Lincoln. Items later added include Booth's 
derringer, his diary, the Treasury Guards 
flag, the sofa, and the engraving of Wash
ington from the Presidential box. 

In 1964, Ford's Theatre was closed for 
restoration to its appearance on the night; 
of the assassination. The interior was re
moved, then rebuilt according to the find
ings of extensive research. The furnishings 
and accessories are either authentic period 
pieces or faithful reproductions. 

The Bouse W h e r e 
Lincoln Died 

The house in which Lincoln died, now 
516 10th Street NW., was built by William 
Petersen in 1849. Because the house had 
more rooms than they needed, the family 
kept roomers. William T. Clark, employed 
by the Quartermaster General's office, oc
cupied the room to which Lincoln was 
taken. In 1878, heirs of the family sold the 
house to Louis Schade, who published The 
Washington Sentinel in the basement front
ing on 10th Street for many years. The 
Government purchased the house from the 
family in 1896 for $30,000. Though substan
tially unchanged since 1865, the house has 
been renovated by the National Park 
Service. 

In the front parlor are a horsehair sofa 
and a high-back rocking chair from the 
Lincoln home in Springleld, and corner 
whatnots and center table similar in ap
pearance to those in the room on the night 
of the assassination. The back parlor has 
a sofa also from the Lincoln home in 
Springfield. The center table resembles the 
one used by Cpl. James Tanner while tak
ing notes from witnesses of the tragedy. 

The small bedroom where President Lin
coln was taken is furnished much as it was 
on the night he died. A copy of the "Village 
Blacksmith" replaces the one on the wall, 
while above the bed is a copy of Rosa 
Bonheur's "Horse Fair." The wallpaper is 
similar to the original pattern, and the bed 
and chairs closely resemble those in the 
room at the time of Lincoln's death. 

ADMINISTRATION 
Ford's Theatre and House Where Lincoln 

Died are administered by the National Park 
Service, U. S. Department of the Interior. 

The National Park System, of which 
these buildings are units, is dedicated to 
conserving the great historical, natural, 
and recreational places of the United States 
for the benefit and enjoyment of the people. 

A superintendent, whose address is Cen
tral National Capital Parks, 900 Ohio 
Drive SW., Washington, D.C. 20240, is in 
charge of both units. 

THE DEPARTMENT OF THE INTE
RIOR—the Nation's principal natural re
source agency—has a special obligation to 
assure that our expendable resources are 
conserved, that our renewable resources are 
managed to produce optimum benefits, and 
that all resources contribute to the progress 
and prosperity of the United States, now 
and in the future. 

U. S. Department of the Interior 
National Park Service 

FORD'S THEATRE 
T B S HOUSE W H E R E 

LINCOLN DIED 
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Lincoln's box, photographed after the assassination. 

Onlookers cluster outside the death scene 

Abraham Lincoln, April 10, 1865 
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Abraham Lincoln's blot d-soaked bed, photographed by a boarder in the Petersen house minutes after the President's body was lifted 
up to be carried back to the Executive Mansion. From the book on Lincoln's assassination, Twenty Days, by Dorothy Meserve Kunhardt 
and Philip B. Kunhardt, Jr. 

For sale by the Superintendent of Documents, 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 

"Washington, D.C. 20402-Price 10 cents 

Laura Keene 

The chair in which 
Lincoln was sitting. 



The traditional birthplace 
of Abraham Lincoln. 

mnmm 
The Lincoln family Bible. 
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"It is great folly to attempt to make anything out of me or my early 
life," wrote the candidate to a supporter. "It can all be condensed into 
a single sentence; and that sentence you will find in Gray's Elegy: 
'The short and simple annals of the poor.' That's my life and that's 
all you or anyone else can make out of it." 

P@IIIWIOHII 
A. L. in 1847. 

The Statehouse at Springfield. 

The gravestone of 

Nancy H. Lincoln. 
Poisonous snakeroot, 
whence came the dread 
"milk sickness." 

Little Pigeon Baptist Church, which 
the Lincolns attended in Indiana. 

S a r a h Bush Lincoln 

Abraham Lincoln, elected 16th President of the United States 
soon after penning these lines, aptly summed up 
his humble beginnings. He was born on February 12, 
1809, in a log cabin on the Kentucky frontier. 
His parents—Thomas Lincoln, a carpenter and backwoods 
farmer, and Nancy Hanks, a shadowy figure of obscure 
lineage—were hardworking and religious but without 
schooling. When Abe was 2, his father took 
his family to another, more fertile farm 10 miles 
north. This was the Knob Creek place, and 
the boy long remembered his years here. He swam 
in the creek with companions, attended A.B.C. 
schools with his sister Sarah for a few 
months, and accompanied his father on chores. 

In Abe's 7th year, title troubles again 
drove his father off his farm. Seeking 
secure land and—his son said later—free 
soil, Thomas carried his family into the 
Indiana wilderness and settled near 
Little Pigeon Creek. Two years later, 
in 1818, Abe's mother died, a victim of 
the terrible "milk sickness," and the 
family sank into a rough existence from 
which it did not emerge until Thomas 
remarried. 

His new wife was Sarah Bush Johnston, 
a widow with three children. Cheerful 
and energetic, she brought a new tone 
to the Lincoln cabin and raised the boy 
and his sister as her own. 

BS 
A book which greatly 
moved young Abraham. 

Abraham grew up in Indiana. A lanky, good-humored 
youth, liked by all, he helped his father with the farming, 
hacked away at the forest with his ax, attended the occa
sional schools in the community, and read incessantly. Un
interested in labor, he passed long hours in talk. At 16 he 
worked for a few months on a farm along the Ohio. Three 
years later he rode a flatboat down the Mississippi to New 
Orleans and first glimpsed a wider world. Lincoln's surveying equipment. 

New Salem as Lincoln knew 
it. A plat made in 1866. 

In 1830 the Lincolns moved once more. Lured by reports 
of rich black soil, they piled all their goods into wagons 
and set out for Illinois. Soon they reached a spot on the 
banks of Sangamon River, a few miles from Decatur. 
Abraham was now 21, free to come and go as he chose, 
but he stayed with his family for a year, breaking ground, 
splitting rails, and planting corn. After another trip down 
the Mississippi, he drifted into New Salem, a thriving 
village. 

For a while he clerked in Offutt's store. When it failed, he 
grasped at a new opportunity. Encouraged by his friends 
he ran for the State legislature, advocating a variety of 
public improvements. Though he lost the election, he 
carried his own neighborhood by 277 votes to 7, a source of 
great pride for many years after. 

Lincoln's most celebrated law 
case: the defense of young 
"Duff" Armstrong In 1858. 

Lincoln spent 6 important years in 
New Salem. Defeated for office, he 
turned to storekeeping, then was 
appointed postmaster, became a sur
veyor, and plunged into law studies. 
In 1834 he was elected to the legisla
ture as a Whig, where he denounced 
slavery as "founded on both injustice 
and bad policy" but opposed the 
spread of abolition societies. 
Three years later Lincoln moved to 

Springfield, the new State capital. Licensed an attorney the year before, he formed a partner
ship with the able John T. Stuart and soon dipped into local politics. After marrying Mary 
Todd, a Kentucky belle, in 1842, he settled down in earnest to the law. 

From 1847-49 Lincoln served in Congress. He worked hard in office, but his opposition to the 
Mexican War proved notably unpopular back home, and he was passed over for renomination. 
Sadly he returned to Springfield, and resumed his law practice. Honest, shrewd, and effective 
before juries, he soon rose to the first rank of the Illinois bar. 
Over the next 5 years Lincoln devoted much time to studying the American past and the loom

ing issue of slavery. 
Roused by the repeal of 
the Missouri Compro
mise, he emerged from 
political retirement to 
grapple with Stephen 
A. Douglas, who advo
cated in Congress doc
trines that would allow 
the introduction of slav
ery into the western 
territories. Their first 
skirmish came in 1854. 
Arguing that slavery 
should be restrained to 
its present domain, Lin
coln marshaled history 
and logic to counter 
Douglas' theory of 
"popular sovereignty." 
It was the first great 
speech of his career. 
Two years later, an
other address, this time 
to a State Convention of the new Republican 
party, again brought him wide attention. He was 
now enough of a national figure to be seriously 
considered for the Republican vice-presidential 
nomination. In 1858 Lincoln challenged Doug

las for his Senate seat. For 3 months they ranged Illinois 
debating the issue of freedom in the territories. Lincoln 
exposed the inconsistencies in Douglas' arguments, while 
disavowing abolitionism himself. Douglas won the election, 
but the contest lifted the tall prairie lawyer once more 
into national prominence. 

Early in 1860 Lincoln journeyed east to lecture in New 
York City. He called for the exclusion of slavery from the 
territories, deplored efforts to destroy the Union, and 
urged friendship toward the South. The speech was a 
triumph, and the number of his supporters grew. When 
his rivals proved weak in the national convention, Lincoln 
was nominated for the Presidency on the third ballot. 

Stephen A. Douglas 

The Wigwam in Chicago, 
where Lincoln was nominated. 
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From his doorstep in Springfield Lincoln ran a quiet 
campaign, receiving delegations and political leaders while 
avoiding speeches and stumping. In November 1860 the 
Nation voted. Lincoln won a large electoral majority (180 
votes to 123 for his three opponents), but he polled less 
than half of the popular vote. The South voted almost 
solidly against him. 

A poster for the 1860 campaign. 

"The fiery trials through which we pass will light us down, to honor or dishonor, to the last generation." SECOND ANNUAL MESSAGE TO CONGRESS 
The first inaugural, 
Beneath the unfin
ished Capitol dome. 

Lincoln's Cabinet. At right 
Secretary of War Edwin Stanton 

citadel of Vicksburg, splitting 
the Confederacy. When he 
broke the siege of Chatta
nooga 2 months later, a grate
ful Lincoln brought him east to 
command all the Union armies. 

Lincoln confers with 
McCIellan, just after 
the battle of Antietam. 

An 1864 political cartoon, point 
ing toward the task of reunion. 

Jefferson Davis, President of the 
Confederate States of America. 

W hen Lincoln took office on March 
4, 1861, secession was an accom
plished fact. The lower South 
had withdrawn from the Union 

and set up a rival government. The guns 
roared first at Fort Sumter, turning back 
Lincoln's relief expedition. Both sides called 

for troops, more Southern States 
seceded, and the Nation plunged 

headlong into civil war. 

The fighting went 
badly at first for the North. 
Plagued by poor generalship, 

the Federal army in the 
East was roundly 

trounced in 1861 and through most of 1862. 
George B. McClellan's repulse of Robert E. 
Lee at Antietam Creek was the solitary 

bright spot. But at 
Fredericksburg in 
late 1862 and at 
Chancellorsville in 
the spring of 1863 
the North again suf
fered large-scale and 
critical defeats. 

This was Lincoln's 
darkest hour. After 
Antietam, he had is

sued the Emancipation Proclamation, de
claring free all slaves in rebel territory, 
but words could not substitute for victories. 
Now Lee was marching northward again. 
In July the armies clashed at Gettysburg, 
and Lee retreated with bloody losses. As 
the North rejoiced, more good news came 
from the-West. Stubby, quiet-spoken 
Ulysses S. Grant captured the strategic 

The Emancipation, as 
the plain people saw it. 

In May 1864, while another 
Union force set out across 
Georgia, Grant advanced 

southward, bent on destroying Lee's army. 
Lee fought desperately in the Wilderness 
and at Spotsylvania. Casualties mounted, 
and quick victory seemed as far away as ever. 

"The whole physiognomy is as 
coarse a one as you would meet 
anywhere in the length and 
breadth of the States; but withal, 
it is redeemed, illuminated, soft
ened, and brightened by a kindly 
though serious look out of his 
eyes, and an expression of homely, 
sagacity, that seems weighted with 
rich results of village experience. 
A great deal of native sense; no 
bookish cultivation, no refinement; 
honest at heart, and thoroughly 
so, and yet, in some sort, sly— 
at least, endowed with a sort of 
tact and wisdom that are akin to 
craft, and would impel him, I 
think, to take an antagonist in 
flank, rather than to make a bull-
run at him right in front" 

—Nathaniel Hawthorne 

The summer of 1864 was one of Lincoln's 
most difficult. Peace negotiations were 
begun, but fell through. There was discord 
in the Cabinet, and in August Lincoln broke 
with the Radicals in Congress. He soon 
came to believe that he had no chance of 
winning reelection. 
Yet the tide was slowly turning. Two days 
after the Democrats nominated McCIellan 
for the Presidency, Atlanta fell to W. T. 
Sherman and Northern morale soared. Lin
coln won the November election easily, 
carrying 22 of the 25 participating States. 

The war was fast drawing to a close as 
Lincoln began his second term. Lee was 
bottled up at Petersburg; Sherman's swath 
of destruction had bad
ly crippled the South; 
slavery was dead. Lin
coln's concern now was 
the reconciliation of the 
two sections. In his in
augural address he de
scribed the war as a visitation from God 
and—mellowed and deepened by the ordeal 
—he pleaded for peace without malice. 
On April 9 Lee surrendered to Grant at 
Appomattox. Two nights later a torchlight 
procession called at the White House. In
stead of a victory speech, Lincoln gave 
them his moderate views on reconstruction. 
It was the last public address of a compas
sionate man. On April 14 he and Mrs. 
Lincoln went to the theater. During the 
third act an assassin slipped into the Lin
coln's box, shot the President in the head, 
leaped onto the stage before a startled audi
ence, and fled into the darkness. Soldiers 
carried the slumped figure across the street 
to a boardinghouse and laid him across a 
bed. Surgeons worked over Lincoln all 
night, but he never regained consciousness. 
The next morning death came to the man 
whom power had ennobled. 

ine assassins weapon. 

Guards patrol 
outside a creped 
Ford's Theatre, 
where Lincoln 
was shot. 

A people's tribute. 
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An Ohio River steamboat, I he (jeneral rike, m 1818. 

A page from .\. s sum 
book, assembled in Indiana. 

OWKMMl̂  Mary Todd 
Lincoln 

The home in Springfield. 

A political rally at the 
Lincoln home in August 1860. Two views of 

L i n c o l n t h e 
candidate. 

April 10, 1865 
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Gettysburg, 1863: *'{The world} can 
never forget what they did here." 

McLean House, Appomattox, Va. 

The bombardment of Fort 
Sumter, April 12-14, 1861. 


