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THIS ISSUE’S SELECTION 

By Barry A. Schlech, Ph.D.

A Look at
 Books

I’ve changed the pace with this 
selection. My other love is history, so this 
edition’s subject is the assasination of 
Abraham Lincoln in the year of 1865.

My previous reviews dealt with 
books about epidemiology and contagions.  
This one deals with another sickness… 
the assassination of a President of the 
United States and the fate of his killer, 
John Wilkes Booth. Alas, it wouldn’t be 
the last presidential assassination, the 
nation would mourn the loss of Garfield, 
McKinley and Kennedy.  But in 1865, it 
was a startling event that shook the nation, 
even in light of the mayhem and aftermath 
of a civil war.  

Manhunt: The 12-Day Chase for 
Lincoln’s Killer

He raised his weapon and fired.  
And so, Thomas “Boston” Corbett, a 
cavalryman in the 16th New York Cavalry, 
became famous on April 26, 1865.  He 
had just killed John Wilkes Booth in a 
tobacco barn on the Virginia farm of 
Richard Garrett.  This shot followed 
another famous shot 12 days earlier 
when on April 14th Booth assassinated 
President Lincoln at Ford’s Theatre in 
Washington. James L. Swanson’s novel, Manhunt: The 12-
Day Chase for Lincoln’s Killer, is a detailed account of the 12 
days between these two shots.

by James L Swanson

The “novel” begins by recanting the 
meeting of John Wilkes Booth and his 
co-conspirators in the days preceding the 
shooting at Ford’s Theatre.  This provides 
an important backdrop to the story and 
insight into Booth’s personality and 
motivation.  The tale follows Booth and 
his lackey, David Herold, through the 
swamps and woods of southern Maryland.  
Swanson succeeds in placing the reader in 
Booth’s shoes without creating sympathy 
for this misguided assassin.

I have always been fascinated by 
Lincoln and his times.  I felt I knew the 
details of his assassination, including the 
capture and execution of his killers, but 
Swanson’s book was filled with new and 

interesting details.  I learned about the investigative process 
and sophisticated detective 
work that went into  finding 
Booth.  In 1865 . . . there 
were no telephones, cell 
phones, TVs,  emails, or 
internet.  The only means 
of communicating was by 
mouth, telegraph, horseback 
or snail mail.  The well-oiled 
machinery of the pursuit 
and intelligence under the 
control of the Secretary 
of War, Edwin Stanton, 
was pretty amazing.  I was impressed by what the military 
was able to accomplish in a relatively short period of time. 
The war had just ended and Booth had fled  south into 
Maryland, an area rich with Confederate sympathizers.  

Thomas “Boston” 
Corbett

Garrett’s Farm, Virginia
The site of 

John Wilkes Booth’s death.
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Secretary Stanton, however, was still able to marshal 
an efficient investigation and manhunt so that by July 
7, 1865 (within 3 months of the assassination) the 
assassin and his co-conspirators had all been caught 
and executed.

Swanson provides a fresh perspective of this 
intriguing period.  His novel has the appeal of a 
mystery, but you already know the historical ending.  
It is really a non-fiction detective story.  Your interest 
is piqued by the myriad of details and the excellent 
writing and the logical flow of his story.  The characters 
become very human and not just historical notes in 
some boring textbook. 

The movie version of Manhunt is in progress with Harrison 
Ford having a starring role.  It should be good. I’ve also heard that 
the audio book is riveting as well.  I highly recommend Manhunt 
and its vivid portrayal of the period and 400 pages go by quickly.

John Wilkes Booth’s famous last words as he looked down at his hands were, “Useless.  
Useless.” The actor could not have scripted a better last line for his life and the deed that 
made him famous.  The Union survived, slavery was abolished, and he is merely remembered 
as someone who made the healing process just a little harder, which indeed was . . . useless 
. . . useless.

This historic theatre has survived arson, abandonment, 
& disaster.  After the assassination, there were at least two 
attempts to burn Ford’s Theatre down.  Secretary of War 
Edwin Stanton vowed that the “dreadful house” that was the 
site of Lincoln’s murder, must never again serve as a house of 
laughter and public entertainment.  In November 1865 the 

The Cursed Box Seats . . . 

Those in attendance on the fateful night of April 14th 
all had dark futures ahead of them:

Abraham Lincoln: Shot by Booth, died the next day.
Mary Lincoln: Hysterical over husband’s death, declared 

insane and eventually died in 1882.
Major Henry Rathbone: Stabbed by Booth, but was not 

killed.  He later married his fiancé, Clara Harris, also in 
attendance that night, murdered her and was committed 
to an insane asylum and died in 1911. 

Clara Harris: Married Major Rathbone in 1867, had 3 
children before he murdered her in 1883.

John Wilkes Booth: Chased from Ford’s Theatre and killed 12 
days later at Garrett’s Farm.

Ford’s Theatre: A Dark History
government gutted the interior and converted the theatre 
into a 3-floor office building to store military files. On June 
9, 1893, the floors collapsed under the weight of the files and 
crushed 22 clerks to 
death and injured 
69 more. Restored 
in the 1960s to its 
former glory, Ford’s 
Theatre lives again 
as a museum and 
playhouse.

Ford’s Theatre
This was the set the night of the assassination.

The play that evening was Tom Taylor’s Our American Cousin.


