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For the Confederate Secret Service, It May Have Been the Ultimate Clandestine Operation 

By William A. Tidwell 

IN THE YEARS after the 
assassination of President 
Lincoln, the world grad- 
ually came to accept the 
view that a deranged John 
Wilkes Booth and a small 

group of associates whom he had gathered in 
Washington were solely responsible for the mur- 

der. 
But my colleagues and I believe a more logical 

theory—one never explicitly stated or examined 

William A. Tidwell is a retired brigadier general 
and career intelligence officer. This article is 
adapted from “Come Retribution: The Confederate 
Secret Service and the Assassination of Lincoln” by 
Tidwell with James O. Hall and David Winfred 
Gaddy, published by the University Press of 
Mississippi. 

until now—is that Booth was part of an elaborate 
operation by the Confederate Secret Service. 

The federal government tried immediately after 
the assassination to prove that the Confederate 
leadership and their agents in Canada were respon- 
sible. But the case collapsed in a chaos of missing 
Confederate records, questionable and perjured 
testimony and the absence of Booth, who was 
killed by his pursuers on April 16, 1865, before he 
could clarify his motives and actions for history. 

But we believe that Union investigators were on 
the right track. We arrived at this conclusion by 

studying thousands of documents over a 10-year 
period and applying the modern analytical tools of 
the intelligence trade. Our evidence is largely cir- 
cumstantial: Basically, we are trying to tell our 
story by putting together many smali pieces of in- 
formation, each well-documented. Our theory, de- 

scribed and supported in much greater detail in our 
book, is as follows: 

The Confederate leaders first hoped to capture 

Deysident Lincoln as a hostage and negotiating 
card. When that failed they decided to blow up the 
White House and kill the Union’s leaders to disrupt 
command and control of the federal forces. But 
events in April 1865 moved so fast that Booth 
thought he could still save the South by killing Lin- 
coln even though Robert E. Lee’s surrender of the 
Army of Northern Virginia had virtually ended the 
war. 

Our research shows that the Confederacy had 
considerable ability in sophisticated clandestine 
operations, that its leaders began to investigate 
the possibility of taking Lincoln hostage as early as 
1864 and that this idea came to play a role in Con- 
federate plans for the spring campaign of 1865— 
eventually evolving into a full-scale operation 
against Union leaders to create disruption and con-. 
fusion to the advantage of Confederate arms. 

Our examination begins with the fact that Booth, 

in the course of his flight until he was killed at the 

See LINCOLN, C2, Col. 1 
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