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THE FINAL ACT OF
A CONSPIRATOR:
UNDERSTANDING
THE CAPTURE OF
JOHN WILKES
BOOTH

The  assassination  of
President  Abraham
Lincoln on the evening
of April 14, 1865, sent
shockwaves through a
nation  already  reeling
from the final throes of
the Civil War. While the
t ragedy  a t  Ford ' s
Theat re  i s  a  we l l -
documented chapter of
American  history,  the
d e s p e r a t e  a n d
dramatic  twelve-day
manhunt that followed

is  a  saga  o f  equa l
intensity. The Capture
Of John Wilkes Booth
remains  one  of  the
most  compelling  and
intricate  manhunts  in
A m e r i c a n  l a w
enforcement  history,
i n v o l v i n g  a  v a s t
military  operation,  a
network  o f  secret
sympathizers,  and  a
final,  desperate  stand
in  a  burning  tobacco
barn .  Th is  a r t i c le
d e l v e s  i n t o  t h e
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
timeline, key locations,
and  pivotal  figures
involved  in  bringing
A m e r i c a ' s  m o s t
notorious  assassin  to
justice.
To fully appreciate the
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magn i tude  o f  the
Capture  Of  John
Wilkes  Booth,  one
must  first  understand
the context. Booth was
not  a  lone  madman
acting in a vacuum. He
was a well-known actor
f rom  a  p rominent
theatrical  family,  and
his  ardent  support  for
the  Confederacy  had
d r i v e n  h i m  t o  a
fanatical  hatred  of
Lincoln.  He  had spent
months  plotting  not
just  an  assassination,
but  a  coord inated
a t t a c k  m e a n t  t o
decapitate  the  Union
government.  His  co-
conspirators  were
a s s i g n e d  t o  k i l l
Secretary  of  State
William  Seward  and
Vice President  Andrew
Johnson.  While  only
Booth  was  successful
in  his  mission,  the
b r e a d t h  o f  t h e
conspiracy meant that
t h e  f e d e r a l

g o v e r n m e n t  w a s
hunting  for  a  highly
organized network, not
just a single fugitive.

The
Immediat
e
Aftermat
h and the
Escape
into
Maryland
Immediately after firing
the fatal shot at Ford's
Theatre,  Booth  leaped
from  the  presidential
box  t o  the  s tage ,
catching his spur on a
draped  flag  and
fracturing his left fibula
in the fall. Despite the
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injury, he managed to
escape  through  the
b a c k  d o o r  o f  t h e
thea t re ,  moun t  a
waiting  horse,  and  flee
into the night. This was
the  beginning  of  a
frantic  effort  to  evade
capture.  The  initial
pursuit  was  chaotic.
The city of Washington
D.C.  was  thrust  into
immediate  lockdown,
but  in  the  confusion,
Booth  was  ab le  to
cross  the  Navy  Yard
Bridge into Maryland, a
s t a t e  t h a t ,  w h i l e
technically  remaining
in the Union, harbored
significant  Southern
sympathies.
Booth  rendezvoused
with his co-conspirator,
David Herold,  and the
two  men  rode  south
toward  the  town  of
Surrattsvil le.  They
stopped at the Surratt
Tavern, a location that
had  been  used  as  a
safe house and a drop-

off  point  for  weapons
and supplies during the
plotting  stages.  Here,
they retrieved a cache
o f  c a r b i n e s ,
ammunition,  and  field
glasses that had been
stashed earlier.  It  was
a crucial logistical stop
t h a t  a l l o w e d  t h e
assassin to arm himself
for  the  long  journey
ahead.  The  Capture
Of John Wilkes Booth
was about to become a
massive,  multi-state
pursu i t  invo lv ing
thousands  of  soldiers,
d e t e c t i v e s ,  a n d
civi l ians.

THE NATIONWIDE
MANHUNT: A
COORDINATED
EFFORT

Within  hours  of  the
a s s a s s i n a t i o n ,
Secretary of War Edwin
Stanton took command
of the investigation. He
understood  that  the
s p e e d  a n d
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effectiveness  of  the
manhunt  would  define
the  nation's  response
to  this  unprecedented
crime.  Stanton  issued
immediate  orders  for
the  arrest  of  anyone
who  had  aided  the
consp i ra to r s  and
p laced  a  mass ive
reward  on  Booth's
head ,  even tua l l y
totaling $100,000. This
financial  incentive
mobilized a vast army
of  in formants  and
b o u n t y  h u n t e r s .
Telegraph lines buzzed
with descriptions of the
fugi t ives,  and  the
military  established  a
t ightening  cordon
around  the  escape
route.
The Capture Of John
Wilkes Booth was not
a simple chase. It was
a  test  of  the  nation's
nascent  federal  law
e n f o r c e m e n t
capabilities.  The  War
Department  issued

p o s t e r s  b e a r i n g
Booth's  photograph
a n d  d e s c r i p t i o n ,
marking one of the first
times  photographic
evidence was used in a
nationwide  manhunt.
The  key  figure  in  the
pursuit  was  Colonel
Everton Conger of the
16th New York Cavalry.
Conger was a ruthless
a n d  d e t e r m i n e d
inves t iga to r  who
followed the trail  with
relentless  logic.  He
interrogated  witnesses
at  gunpo int ,  read
c a p t u r e d
correspondence,  and
pieced  together  the
fugitives'  likely  route
through  southern
Maryland.

The
Support
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Network
and the
Crossing
of the

Potomac
For  the  first  several
days, Booth and Herold
were aided by a loosely
organized  network  of
C o n f e d e r a t e
sympathizers known as
the  "Underground
Railroad"  for  fugitives.
These  ind iv iduals
provided food, shelter,
and medical attention.
Dr.  Samuel  Mudd,  a
Maryland  physician,
famously  set  Booth's
broken  leg,  allowing
him  to  continue  his
flight.  This  support
network was a double-
edged sword.  While  it
kept  the  assassins

alive, it also left a trail
of  witnesses.  Each
interaction  increased
the risk of exposure. A
local  farmer  named
Thomas  Jones  hid  the
men in  a  pine thicket
near the Potomac River
fo r  seve ra l  days ,
waiting  for  the  right
moment to ferry them
across.
On  the  night  of  April
2 1 ,  1 8 6 5 ,  J o n e s
successfully  rowed
Booth  and  Hero ld
across  the  Potomac
River into Virginia. This
was  a  critical  turning
point. Once across the
river,  the  fugitives
believed  they  were
safe,  assuming  they
could  easily  connect
wi th  Confederate
agents  who  would
guide  them  further
south.  However,  they
had miscalculated. The
Confederate  military
was  effectively
dissolved. General Lee
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had  surrendered  at
Appomattox  Court
House a  week earlier.
The  men  they  sought

were  no  longer  in
c o m m a n d .  T h e
Capture  Of  John
Wilkes  Booth


