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Pursuing an Assassin, 130 Years Later

Petition Seeks Exhumation to Verify Identity of John Wilkes Booth

brécht Kline, 73, who Is described In
court papers as both a third cousin of
Booth and the niece of 8 woman who
married one of Booth's brothers.

“If the body Is exhumed and the
& remains have deteriorated or the
& results are Inconclusive, all we are
B Jeft with is the status quo," Mr. Zaid
& sald “Then, we put the casket back,
M there’s been no harm and people can
continue to debate the

“But,” he added, “If it turna out
not to be John Wilkes Booth, that
{ changes history.”

1n court papers filed last year, the
petitioners referred to other exhu-
mations conducted for historical
purpases, Including those of Lee
Harvey Oswald, to confirm Identity,
and President Zachary Taylor, to
determine the cause of death. The
papers say that "the lechnology now

By MICHAEL JANOFSKY

WASHINGTON, May 11 — More
than 135 years after a body identified
as that of John Wilkes Booth was
buried in a large family plot in the
Green Mount Cemetery in Baltl-
more, two members of the Booth:
family are asking & court to allow
that it be exhumed They wani lo
know if it actually is Booth, the actor
who assassinated President Lincoln
at Ford’s Theater here in 1865,

The request, which will be made
on Wednesday before Judge Joseph
H.H. Kapian in Baltimore Circult
Court, represents more than idle cu-
riosity. For pearly as long as the
aa_uw.rn- iain boneath the obellsk
mal the Booth family graves,
some historians have argued that
someone other than Booth was bur-
jed there. :

They contend that when Federal
—Sair__isigsg
Ing Green, Va, 12 days after the
assessination and identified him as
Booth, it was really someone else;
the President’s killer, they say, es-
caped before the troops arrived.
With a rich supply of written ac-
counts and sworn Affidavits to bol-
ster their claims, the escape theo
rists say that the Government an-
gaged In & cover-up and that Booth
lived out His life, another 38 years, In
Mississippi, Texas and the Oklaho-
ma territory before he committed
suicide in 1903,

By examining the body, they ar-
gue, scientists could determine with
r bl y It is
Booth's by his physical characteris-
tics, Including & scar over his right
eys, & crushed thumb and a frac-
tured bone in hia left leg from leap-
ing to the stage after he shot Lincoln.

The pelitioners, 8 greal-great-
grandniece and & third cousin of
Booth, have been joined in the re-
quest by the Smithsonian Institu-
tion's National Museum of Natural

History and two other museuma,
three historians and several Mary-
land officials. The Smithsonian,
which has taken no position on the
historical interpretation the case in-
volves, has ngreedss participate in
the scientific analysia

The petition has &lso been nigned

John Wilkes Booth.

by 23 other members of the Booth
family and by three women who
contend that they are direct de-
scendams of Booth through a child
they say he fathered in 1888, a year
after the assassination.

But with most historlans saying
the escape theory s pure fantasy,
representatives of the cemetery
have denled parmission to dlg up the
body. They cite a promise the ceme-
tery made in 1869 to Booth's mother,
Mary Ann, that the graves would
remain protected, fears that a Booth
descendant not Involved with the
case might object and skepticism
about he escape theory.

"We only see this as & win-win
situation,” sald Mark S. Zald, &
Washington lawyer who is repre-
senting the descendants, Lois White
Rathbun, 44, o great-great-grand-
niece of Booth, and Virginia Hum-

exists to close the books on this con-
troversy forever.” :

11 the body is that of Booth or if the

ination cannot d Ine Ita

identity, the papers say, the body
would be returned to the cemetery.
11 the remains are not those of Booth,
another location would ba found.

Nathaniel Orlowek, an amateur
historian who has studied the case
for years, argues that exhumation is
the only way to disprove theories of &
Government cover-up.

If the body s not Booth's, he said,
“one of the most major facts of
history will be disproved.” ;.

By the accepted version of events,
Booth slipped into Lincoln's theater
box an April 14 and shot him In the
back of the head. He leaped on the
stage and escaped using a back al-
ley. For 12 days he eluded Federal
troops searching for him,

Then on April 28, the I6th New
York Cavalry trapped him and an-
other man in & bam on Richard
Garrett’s farm in Bowling Green.
After refusing to surrender, Bonth
was shot In the neck, and he died
several hours later, His body was
returned to Washingion and stayed
there until 1869, when Presigent Lin-
coln's s
ordered that It be given to the Boolh
family for burial.

Among the historians who supporn
that version of events Is James M.
McPherson, a professor at Princeton

Dawid Seuills Thae Meew Yook Times

John Wilkes Booth was supposedly buried in the family plot in Baltimore. A court case seeks 1o make sure.

An effort to settle the
question of whether
Lincoln’s killer

escaped.

University and an expert on the Civil
War. “All the theories that Booth
somehow survived, 1 Hnd none of
them persuaaive,” he sald. "Despite
questions some people have raised,
the identification of Booth after he
was shot, the evidence and sound-
ness of the people who did the view-
Ing are definitive and indisputable.”

Shortly after the shooting, howev-
er, rumors that the killer had actual-
Iy escaped were already rife.

Mr. Orlowek and other conspiracy
theorisis say they base their views
on & variely of sources. One g a 1907
book, “The Escape and Suicide of
John Wilkes Booth,” by Finls L.
Bates, a lawyer who contended that
in 1877 a man he knew as John S5t

Helen who thought himseN to be
dying Identified himsell as John
Wilkes Booth and conlessed 1o the
assassination. Mr. Bates wrote that
Mr. 5L Helen gave him a photograph
of himself and sald to notify his
brother, Edwin Booth, an actor.

In 1903, Mr. Bates had rend ac-
counts of the suicide of & man in
Enid, Okla., named David E. George,
who had apparently confessed to an
acquaintance and the proprietor of
the hotel in which he lived that he
was John Wilkes Booth.

Still In possession of the photo-
graph Mr. SL. Helen gave him, Mr.
Bates showed It o people who had
known Mr. Booth or Mr, George and
said he came away convinced they
were all the same persan.

Mennwhile, Mr. Bates had the
body of Mr, SL Helen mummified,
and after his death in 1923, It was
sold to a camnival and exhibited
around the couniry as the mummy
of John Wilkes Booth. In 1831, six
doctors examined the body Inside

the wrappings and said It might be
John Wilikes Booth.

One of the doctors, Edward L.
Miloslavich, wrote, “| lean to the

‘belief that the body | examined was

that ol President Lincoln's assas-
sin” The mummy has since disap-
peared.

The family members and histori-
ans are prepared 1o cite other evi-
dence suggesting (hat Booth es-
caped, - Including notorized state-
ments of relatives and acquaint-
ances who sald they knew Booth long
after the assassination. But a lawyer
for the cemeiary, William C. Trim-
ble, contended that the escape theory
was a hoax and that the writings of
Mr. Bates and others supporting the
theory were "“absalute poppycock.”

““There is no controversy in the
American historical community,” he
sald. “It's a non-issue by any recog-
nized historical published aceount.
Therefore, this request 1s reduced 1o
historical curlosity and & whim.
Nothing more."



