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Come Retribution: The Confederate Secret Service and the Assassination of Lincoln
By WiLLiam A, TiDWELL, with JaMEs O, HaLL and Davip WINFRED GapDpy. Jackson: University Press
of Mississippi, 1988, Pp. xv, 510. Cloth, $38.50. Paper, $17.95.

Notrtherners generally assumed in 1865 that
Lincoln's assassination had resulted from a
Confederate plot. That was—and remains—a
logical conclusion. But the United States gov-
ernment bungled its case against Jefterson
Davis and his subordinates. Ever since, both
popular and professional historians have been
at pains 10 exonerate the Confederate leader-
ship. They have supposed that the “mad” john
Wilkes Booth took the whole responsibility
upon himself. Or, in seeking a mastermind
above him, they have pointed the finger of sus-
picion at Lincoln’s Secretary of War or at other
prominent members of his own party. What a
strange perversity!

At long last there has appeared a scholarly
book that tollows the “logic trail” and explores
the evidence for a Confederate conspiracy. The
authors, two of whom are career intelligence
officers, begin their study with an analysis of
the Confederate secret service, which consisted
of several ditferent groups with distinct assign-
ments. But before the end of the war, all were
brought under the supervision of the Special
and Secret Service Bureau, the Confederacy’s
equivalent of the present Central Intelligence
Agency.

As the authors indicate, a plan to capture or
kill Lincoln ought not 1o be ruled out, as it often
has been, on the grounds that such an opera-
tion was and is unthinkable. By the winter of
1864-1865 Confederate authorities had plenty
of reason to think of such a plan. For one thing,
they were convinced that Union forces had
already set a precedent, that the abortive Kilpa-
trick-Dahlgren raid of early 1864 had aimed to
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sack Richmond and assassinate Jefterson Davis.
For another thing, the Confederates, like the
Federals, were willing to go to any extreme o
win the war, and the Confederates finally
reached a point where they were desperate to
stave off defeat.

It seems that the plan originally called not for
killing Lincoln but for kidnapping him. He
could then be held hostage and wsed in bargain-
ing for independence. The Confederacy col-
lapsed before the plan could be carried out.
Then, with or without the authorization of
high-level Contederates, Booth proceeded to
carry out the assassination scheme.

Naturally, the conspirators would have tried
to leave as few incriminating records as possi-
ble. Hence much, if not most, of the evidence is
circumstantial. Stll, some of the relevant facts
are well documented. Booth met with Confed-
erate undercover operatives in Canada, His
tearn of assassins included other Confederate
agents. After the assassination he took an
escape route that coincided with a line that the
Confederacy’s intelligence gatherers used for
bringing information from the North. In his
flight he got assistance trom Confederate
agents as well as Rebel sympathizers.

The authors do not claim to have proved
their case completely and absolutely. They do
say, with justification, “Of all the theories about
the assassination, this one does appear to be the
one that can be most strongly supported” (page
29).
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By STEwaRT S1Fakis, New York: Facts on File Publications, 1988. Pp. ix, 766. $45.

When reading a book about the Civil War, have
you ever longed for a good reference manual to
help you identify the hundreds of characters
who march across the pages, to remind you just
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who the brilliant, young Confederate artillerist
William Johnson Pegram was and in what bat-
tles he fought, to identify William B. Mumford,
the man “Beast” Butler hanged during the






