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John Wilkes Booth in the 
Bollinger Lincoln Collection

R O N A L D  L. F IN G E R S O N

Representing fully forty-eight years of collecting, the thirty-five- 
hundred volume James Wills Bollinger Lincolniana Collection willed 
to The University of Iowa Library in 1951 contains one of the finest 
gatherings of impressions of John Wilkes Booth in existence. The 
collection’s seventeen interesting theatre bills rem ind the reader of 
Booth’s early successes as an actor: “his remarkable impersonation” of 
Pescara, the Governor of Granada, in Richard Lalor Shiel’s The Apos­
tate at the Boston Museum on February 5, 1863; his “glorious success” 
in the role of Charles de Moor in Schiller’s The Robbers a t Mary Pro­
vost’s Theatre on March 19, 1862; and “the continued rush to witness 
his efforts” in the role of M acbeth at the Boston Museum on January 
26, 1863. By 1865, Booth was a well-known figure in the theatre cir­
cles and to theatre-going audiences in and about W ashington, but 
world-wide recognition did not come his way until after his tragic 
role in the shooting of Abraham Lincoln at Ford’s Theatre on the 
evening of April 14, 1865. Judge Bollinger reserved an important 
place in his collection for “this m an who shot his favorite President,” 
but his personal feelings toward Booth were more perfectly expressed 
in his habit of keeping the only fram ed picture of Booth in his house 
continually facing the wall.

Abott A. Abott’s The Assassination and Death of Abraham Lincoln, 
which occupied an im portant first place on Judge Bollinger’s alpha­
betically-arranged shelves, was probably the first pam phlet published 
which carried the assassination story. Abott, quick to realize that 
“newspapers were impossible to obtain at any price,” edited those in 
his possession and resold the assassination accounts in a twelve-page 
pam phlet at fifteen cents a copy. His last dated entry was Saturday,
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April 15, a t 9:30 A .M . Sunday, April 16, 1865, was Easter Sunday, and 
Reverend William M. Blackburn’s sermon, The Crime Against the 
Presidency, represents the scores of sermons preached that day which 
gave voice to a verbal depiction of John Wilkes Booth amply en­
crusted w ith devilish attributes and satanic characteristics. To his 
friends, family, and fellow actors Booth was a strikingly handsome, 
black-haired, well-mannered, well-dressed gentleman; to a frightened, 
bew ildered audience at Ford’s Theatre he was an insane Brutus in a 
dark suit brandishing a bloody dagger, leaping across the stage shout­
ing something in a foreign language, sic semper tyrannis; to a horrified 
nation he was Satan personified.

Henry J. Raymond’s The L ife  and Public Services of Abraham  
Lincoln, Sixteenth President of the United States Together w ith His 
State Papers, Including His Speeches, Addresses, Messages, Letters, 
and Proclamations, and the Closing Scenes Connected w ith His Life 
and Death , advertised “for immediate publication” in the April 27, 
1865, N ew York Daily Tribune, is representative of the many full- 
length books and biographies of Lincoln in the next one hundred 
years which would include an im portant chapter or two mentioning 
John W ilkes Booth . Dion Haco’s J. W ilkes Booth, the Assassinator of 
President Lincoln , a novel, however, is probably the first full-length 
book published after the assassination which included John Wilkes 
Booth as its main and central character. George Alfred Townsend’s 
The Life, Crime, and Capture of John W ilkes Booth, a collection of 
edited letters first published in the N ew  York W orld , is very likely 
the first book-length biography published on John Wilkes Booth. On 
W ednesday, May 24, 1865, both the Haco book and the Townsend 
book were advertised in the “New Publications” section of the New  
York Daily Tribune  as being “now ready” for the first time. Booth 
had been shot at the G arrett Farm  in Virginia nearly one month ear­
lier, on the morning of April 26, 1865.

News of the assassination was quick to reach Europe. Judge Boll­
inger’s copy of the Confession de John W ilkes Booth, Assassin du 
President Abraham Lincoln is believed to be the French edition of a 
title advertised in the Thursday, June 1, 1865, N ew  York Daily Trib­
u n e :

Wilkes Booth’s Private Confession of the Murder of Lincoln . . . This 
confession was given by the assassin to a confederate friend, who assisted 
in his concealment, and who escaped to New York after the capture of 
Booth by the officers of justice, arriving at Liverpool on Saturday last, on 
his way to Russia . . . now being published in pamphlet form, price 2d.,  
by the Newsagents’ Company, 147 Fleet-Street, London.
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The Library of Congress designates this book as a “spurious account,” 
but its importance lies in its depiction of w hat Europeans were read­
ing about the assassination other than in their daily newspapers.

To admit to any association whatever w ith John Wilkes Booth in 
those days and months which followed Good Friday, April 14, 1865, 
was to run the grave risk of being arrested, imprisoned, or called into 
court to testify in the trial of Booth’s accomplices: Mary E. Surratt, 
David E. Herold, George A. Atzerodt, Lewis Payne, Samuel Arnold, 
Samuel A. Mudd, Edw ard Spangler, and Michael O’Laughlin. Two 
important books were published from the proceedings of this con­
spiracy trial which began in May and ended in July: Benn Pitm an’s 
The Assassination of President Lincoln and the Trial of the Conspira­
tors, and Benjamin Perley Poore’s The Conspiracy Trial for the Mur­
der of the President, and the A ttem pt to Overthrow the Government 
by the Assassination of I ts Principal Officers. Mrs. Mary E. Surratt, 
David E. Herold, George A. Atzerodt, and Lewis Payne were hanged 
on July 7, 1865. Samuel Arnold, Samuel A. Mudd, Edw ard Spangler, 
and Michael O’Laughlin were sentenced to hard labor in the military 
prison at Dry Tortugas, Florida.

If the immediate excitement surrounding the assassination, the cap­
ture of Booth, and the trial of the conspirators quieted down after 
July 7, 1865, the stream of books, pamphlets, and articles which was 
to follow in the next hundred years had only begun. The chronological 
bibliography which follows lists many of the books in which Booth 
receives important mention or plays a central role. As Henry J. Ray­
mond’s The Life and Public Services of Abraham Lincoln  is repre­
sentative of the many later biographies of Lincoln in which John 
Wilkes Booth received im portant mention, J. E. Buckingham’s Rem i­
niscences and Souvenirs of the Assassination of Abraham Lincoln is 
representative of the titles written by persons present in Ford’s Thea­
tre the evening of April 14, 1865. N ettie M udd’s The L ife of Dr. Sam­
uel A. M udd  is representative of the biographies and sketches w ritten 
about Booth’s accomplices and their associations w ith Booth in the 
murder of the President, and W. J. Ferguson’s I  Saw Booth Shoot 
Lincoln is representative of the books w ritten by and about theatre 
people who had had occasion to act in roles opposite John Wilkes 
Booth or had developed close friendships w ith him. Inaccurate re ­
ports, erroneous affidavits, journalistic ghosts, and wild imaginings 
have shrouded in secrecy and intrigue w hat really happened at F ord’s 
Theatre the evening of April 14, 1865, in G arrett’s barn the morning 
of April 26, 1865, and in the days and hours intervening. Many of the 
myths and mysteries still remain.
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for Treason. Philadelphia: Sherman and Company, 1866.
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Boyd, Andrew (comp.). A Memorial Lincoln Bibliography: being an ac­

count of books, eulogies, sermons, portraits, engravings, medals, etc., 
published upon Abraham Lincoln, sixteenth President of the United 
States, assassinated Good Friday, April 14, 1865; comprising a collection 
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Oldroyd, 1901.

1906
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eral Ewing on the question of the jurisdiction of the military commission, 
and on the law and facts of the case. Also “diary” of John Wilkes Booth. 
New York: The Neale Publishing Company, 1906.
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W rapper of an 1865 dim e novel show ing  one contem porary artist’s im ­
pression of John W ilkes Booth. Here the assassin is pictured w earing  

red and ye llow  striped trousers and carrying a dagger.
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One of several playbills in the Bollinger collection advertising Shake­
spearean tragedy starring Booth. In addition to Macbeth, he also 
portrayed Richard III and Othello.
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