The Library of America • Story of the Week
From The Civil War: The Final Year Told by Those Who Lived It
(The Library of America, 2014), pages 675–83.
From Behind the Scenes, or; Thirty Years a Slave, and Four Years in the White House (1868).

LINCOLN’S ASSASSINATION
Elizabeth Keckly
from Behind the Scenes
Lincoln returned to Washington from City Point on April 9, Palm
Sunday, the day Lee surrendered to Grant. Two days later the President spoke to a large crowd from a window in the White House. After
saying that “the surrender of the principal insurgent army” gave
“hope of a righteous and speedy peace,” Lincoln devoted most of his
speech to the problems of reconstruction. Defending at length his
support for the new government in Louisiana, which was opposed by
Charles Sumner and other Radical Republicans, he cited its adoption
of a free-state constitution, ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment, and creation of public schools for black and white children.
Regarding the failure of the Louisiana government to extend the
franchise to black men, Lincoln stated that “I would myself prefer
that it were now conferred on the very intelligent, and on those who
serve our cause as soldiers.” It was his first public endorsement of
black suffrage. Listening in the audience was John Wilkes Booth.
“That is the last speech he will ever make,” Booth said, according to
testimony before the House Judiciary Committee in May 1867. Elizabeth Keckly was a former slave who had become a successful Washington dressmaker and a confidante of Mary Todd Lincoln. She wrote
about the President’s speech on April 11 and the days that followed in
her 1868 memoir, Behind the Scenes, or, Thirty Years a Slave, and Four
Years in the White House.

I Had never heard Mr. Lincoln make a public speech, and,
knowing the man so well, was very anxious to hear him. On
the morning of the Tuesday after our return from City Point,
Mrs. Lincoln came to my apartments, and before she drove
away I asked permission to come to the White House that
night and hear Mr. Lincoln speak.
“Certainly, Lizabeth; if you take any interest in political
speeches, come and listen in welcome.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Lincoln. May I trespass further on your
kindness by asking permission to bring a friend with me?”
Are you receiving Story of the Week each week?
Sign up now at storyoftheweek.loa.org to receive our weekly alert
so you won’t miss a single story!

676

Eliza bet h K eck ly

“Yes, bring your friend also. By the way, come in time to
dress me before the speaking commences.”
“I will be in time. You may rely upon that. Good morning,”
I added, as she swept from my room, and, passing out into the
street, entered her carriage and drove away.
About 7 o’clock that evening I entered the White House. As
I went up-stairs I glanced into Mr. Lincoln’s room through the
half-open door, and seated by a desk was the President, looking over his notes and muttering to himself. His face was
thoughtful, his manner abstracted, and I knew, as I paused a
moment to watch him, that he was rehearsing the part that he
was to play in the great drama soon to commence.
Proceeding to Mrs. Lincoln’s apartment, I worked with busy
fingers, and in a short time her toilette was completed.
Great crowds began to gather in front of the White House,
and loud calls were made for the President. The band stopped
playing, and as he advanced to the centre window over the
door to make his address, I looked out, and never saw such a
mass of heads before. It was like a black, gently swelling sea.
The swaying motion of the crowd, in the dim uncertain light,
was like the rising and falling of billows—like the ebb and flow
of the tide upon the stranded shore of the ocean. Close to the
house the faces were plainly discernible, but they faded into
mere ghostly outlines on the outskirts of the assembly; and
what added to the weird, spectral beauty of the scene, was the
confused hum of voices that rose above the sea of forms,
sounding like the subdued, sullen roar of an ocean storm, or
the wind soughing through the dark lonely forest. It was a
grand and imposing scene, and when the President, with pale
face and his soul flashing through his eyes, advanced to speak,
he looked more like a demi-god than a man crowned with the
fleeting days of mortality.
The moment the President appeared at the window he was
greeted with a storm of applause, and voices re-echoed the cry,
“A light! a light!”
A lamp was brought, and little Tad at once rushed to his father’s side, exclaiming:
“Let me hold the light, Papa! let me hold the light!”
Mrs. Lincoln directed that the wish of her son be gratified,
and the lamp was transferred to his hands. The father and son
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standing there in the presence of thousands of free citizens,
the one lost in a chain of eloquent ideas, the other looking up
into the speaking face with a proud, manly look, formed a
beautiful and striking tableau.
There were a number of distinguished gentlemen, as well as
ladies, in the room, nearly all of whom remarked the picture.
I stood a short distance from Mr. Lincoln, and as the light
from the lamp fell full upon him, making him stand out boldly
in the darkness, a sudden thought struck me, and I whispered
to the friend at my side:
“What an easy matter would it be to kill the President, as he
stands there! He could be shot down from the crowd, and no
one be able to tell who fired the shot.”
I do not know what put such an idea into my head, unless it
was the sudden remembrance of the many warnings that Mr.
Lincoln had received.
The next day, I made mention to Mrs. Lincoln of the idea
that had impressed me so strangely the night before, and she
replied with a sigh:
“Yes, yes, Mr. Lincoln’s life is always exposed. Ah, no one
knows what it is to live in constant dread of some fearful tragedy. The President has been warned so often, that I tremble
for him on every public occasion. I have a presentiment that he
will meet with a sudden and violent end. I pray God to protect
my beloved husband from the hands of the assassin.”
Mr. Lincoln was fond of pets. He had two goats that knew
the sound of his voice, and when he called them they would
come bounding to his side. In the warm bright days, he and
Tad would sometimes play in the yard with these goats, for an
hour at a time. One Saturday afternoon I went to the White
House to dress Mrs. Lincoln. I had nearly completed my task
when the President came in. It was a bright day, and walking
to the window, he looked down into the yard, smiled, and,
turning to me, asked:
“Madam Elizabeth, you are fond of pets, are you not?”
“O yes, sir,” I answered.
“Well, come here and look at my two goats. I believe they
are the kindest and best goats in the world. See how they sniff
the clear air, and skip and play in the sunshine. Whew! what a
jump,” he exclaimed as one of the goats made a lofty spring.
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“Madam Elizabeth, did you ever before see such an active
goat?” Musing a moment, he continued: “He feeds on my
bounty, and jumps with joy. Do you think we could call him a
bounty-jumper? But I flatter the bounty-jumper. My goat is far
above him. I would rather wear his horns and hairy coat through
life, than demean myself to the level of the man who plunders
the national treasury in the name of patriotism. The man who
enlists into the service for a consideration, and deserts the moment he receives his money but to repeat the play, is bad
enough; but the men who manipulate the grand machine and
who simply make the bounty-jumper their agent in an outrageous fraud are far worse. They are beneath the worms that
crawl in the dark hidden places of earth.”
His lips curled with haughty scorn, and a cloud was gathering on his brow. Only a moment the shadow rested on his face.
Just then both goats looked up at the window and shook their
heads as if they would say “How d’ye do, old friend?”
“See, Madam Elizabeth,” exclaimed the President in a tone
of enthusiasm, “my pets recognize me. How earnestly they
look! There they go again; what jolly fun!” and he laughed
outright as the goats bounded swiftly to the other side of the
yard. Just then Mrs. Lincoln called out, “Come, Lizabeth; if I
get ready to go down this evening I must finish dressing myself, or you must stop staring at those silly goats.”
Mrs. Lincoln was not fond of pets, and she could not understand how Mr. Lincoln could take so much delight in his goats.
After Willie’s death, she could not bear the sight of anything
he loved, not even a flower. Costly bouquets were presented to
her, but she turned from them with a shudder, and either
placed them in a room where she could not see them, or threw
them out of the window. She gave all of Willie’s toys—everything
connected with him—away, as she said she could not look
upon them without thinking of her poor dead boy, and to
think of him, in his white shroud and cold grave, was maddening. I never in my life saw a more peculiarly constituted woman.
Search the world over, and you will not find her counterpart.
After Mr. Lincoln’s death, the goats that he loved so well were
given away—I believe to Mrs. Lee, née Miss Blair, one of the
few ladies with whom Mrs. Lincoln was on intimate terms in
Washington.
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During my residence in the Capital I made my home with
Mr. and Mrs. Walker Lewis, people of my own race, and friends
in the truest sense of the word.
The days passed without any incident of particular note disturbing the current of life. On Friday morning, April 14th—
alas! what American does not remember the day—I saw Mrs.
Lincoln but for a moment. She told me that she was to attend
the theatre that night with the President, but I was not summoned to assist her in making her toilette. Sherman had swept
from the northern border of Georgia through the heart of the
Confederacy down to the sea, striking the death-blow to the
rebellion. Grant had pursued General Lee beyond Richmond,
and the army of Virginia, that had made such stubborn resistance, was crumbling to pieces. Fort Sumter had fallen;—the
stronghold first wrenched from the Union, and which had
braved the fury of Federal guns for so many years, was restored
to the Union; the end of the war was near at hand, and the
great pulse of the loyal North thrilled with joy. The dark warcloud was fading, and a white-robed angel seemed to hover in
the sky, whispering “Peace—peace on earth, good-will toward
men!” Sons, brothers, fathers, friends, sweethearts were coming home. Soon the white tents would be folded, the volunteer
army be disbanded, and tranquillity again reign. Happy, happy
day!—happy at least to those who fought under the banner of
the Union. There was great rejoicing throughout the North.
From the Atlantic to the Pacific, flags were gayly thrown to the
breeze, and at night every city blazed with its tens of thousand
lights. But scarcely had the fireworks ceased to play, and the
lights been taken down from the windows, when the lightning
flashed the most appalling news over the magnetic wires. “The
President has been murdered!” spoke the swift-winged messenger, and the loud huzza died upon the lips. A nation suddenly paused in the midst of festivity, and stood paralyzed with
horror—transfixed with awe.
Oh, memorable day! Oh, memorable night! Never before
was joy so violently contrasted with sorrow.
At 11 o’clock at night I was awakened by an old friend and
neighbor, Miss M. Brown, with the startling intelligence that
the entire Cabinet had been assassinated, and Mr. Lincoln
shot, but not mortally wounded. When I heard the words I
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felt as if the blood had been frozen in my veins, and that my
lungs must collapse for the want of air. Mr. Lincoln shot! the
Cabinet assassinated! What could it mean? The streets were
alive with wondering, awe-stricken people. Rumors flew thick
and fast, and the wildest reports came with every new arrival.
The words were repeated with blanched cheeks and quivering
lips. I waked Mr. and Mrs. Lewis, and told them that the
President was shot, and that I must go to the White House. I
could not remain in a state of uncertainty. I felt that the house
would not hold me. They tried to quiet me, but gentle words
could not calm the wild tempest. They quickly dressed themselves, and we sallied out into the street to drift with the excited
throng. We walked rapidly towards the White House, and on
our way passed the residence of Secretary Seward, which was
surrounded by armed soldiers, keeping back all intruders with
the point of the bayonet. We hurried on, and as we approached
the White House, saw that it too was surrounded with soldiers.
Every entrance was strongly guarded, and no one was permitted to pass. The guard at the gate told us that Mr. Lincoln had
not been brought home, but refused to give any other information. More excited than ever, we wandered down the street.
Grief and anxiety were making me weak, and as we joined the
outskirts of a large crowd, I began to feel as meek and humble
as a penitent child. A gray-haired old man was passing. I caught
a glimpse of his face, and it seemed so full of kindness and
sorrow that I gently touched his arm, and imploringly asked:
“Will you please, sir, to tell me whether Mr. Lincoln is dead
or not?”
“Not dead,” he replied, “but dying. God help us!” and with
a heavy step he passed on.
“Not dead, but dying! then indeed God help us!”
We learned that the President was mortally wounded—that
he had been shot down in his box at the theatre, and that he was
not expected to live till morning; when we returned home with
heavy hearts. I could not sleep. I wanted to go to Mrs. Lincoln,
as I pictured her wild with grief; but then I did not know where
to find her, and I must wait till morning. Never did the hours
drag so slowly. Every moment seemed an age, and I could do
nothing but walk about and hold my arms in mental agony.
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Morning came at last, and a sad morning was it. The flags
that floated so gayly yesterday now were draped in black, and
hung in silent folds at half-mast. The President was dead, and
a nation was mourning for him. Every house was draped in
black, and every face wore a solemn look. People spoke in
subdued tones, and glided whisperingly, wonderingly, silently
about the streets.
About eleven o’clock on Saturday morning a carriage drove
up to the door, and a messenger asked for “Elizabeth Keckley.”
“Who wants her?” I asked.
“I come from Mrs. Lincoln. If you are Mrs. Keckley, come
with me immediately to the White House.”
I hastily put on my shawl and bonnet, and was driven at a
rapid rate to the White House. Everything about the building
was sad and solemn. I was quickly shown to Mrs. Lincoln’s
room, and on entering, saw Mrs. L. tossing uneasily about
upon a bed. The room was darkened, and the only person in it
besides the widow of the President was Mrs. Secretary Welles,
who had spent the night with her. Bowing to Mrs. Welles, I
went to the bedside.
“Why did you not come to me last night, Elizabeth—I sent
for you?” Mrs. Lincoln asked in a low whisper.
“I did try to come to you, but I could not find you,” I answered, as I laid my hand upon her hot brow.
I afterwards learned, that when she had partially recovered
from the first shock of the terrible tragedy in the theatre, Mrs.
Welles asked:
“Is there no one, Mrs. Lincoln, that you desire to have with
you in this terrible affliction?”
“Yes, send for Elizabeth Keckley. I want her just as soon as
she can be brought here.”
Three messengers, it appears, were successively despatched for
me, but all of them mistook the number and failed to find me.
Shortly after entering the room on Saturday morning, Mrs.
Welles excused herself, as she said she must go to her own
family, and I was left alone with Mrs. Lincoln.
She was nearly exhausted with grief, and when she became a
little quiet, I asked and received permission to go into the
Guests’ Room, where the body of the President lay in state.
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When I crossed the threshold of the room, I could not help
recalling the day on which I had seen little Willie lying in his
coffin where the body of his father now lay. I remembered how
the President had wept over the pale beautiful face of his gifted
boy, and now the President himself was dead. The last time I
saw him he spoke kindly to me, but alas! the lips would never
move again. The light had faded from his eyes, and when the
light went out the soul went with it. What a noble soul was
his—noble in all the noble attributes of God! Never did I enter
the solemn chamber of death with such palpitating heart and
trembling footsteps as I entered it that day. No common mortal had died. The Moses of my people had fallen in the hour of
his triumph. Fame had woven her choicest chaplet for his
brow. Though the brow was cold and pale in death, the chaplet
should not fade, for God had studded it with the glory of the
eternal stars.
When I entered the room, the members of the Cabinet and
many distinguished officers of the army were grouped around
the body of their fallen chief. They made room for me, and,
approaching the body, I lifted the white cloth from the white
face of the man that I had worshipped as an idol—looked upon
as a demi-god. Notwithstanding the violence of the death of
the President, there was something beautiful as well as grandly
solemn in the expression of the placid face. There lurked the
sweetness and gentleness of childhood, and the stately grandeur of god-like intellect. I gazed long at the face, and turned
away with tears in my eyes and a choking sensation in my
throat. Ah! never was man so widely mourned before. The
whole world bowed their heads in grief when Abraham Lincoln died.
Returning to Mrs. Lincoln’s room, I found her in a new
paroxysm of grief. Robert was bending over his mother with
tender affection, and little Tad was crouched at the foot of the
bed with a world of agony in his young face. I shall never forget the scene—the wails of a broken heart, the unearthly
shrieks, the terrible convulsions, the wild, tempestuous outbursts of grief from the soul. I bathed Mrs. Lincoln’s head with
cold water, and soothed the terrible tornado as best I could.
Tad’s grief at his father’s death was as great as the grief of his
mother, but her terrible outbursts awed the boy into silence.
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Sometimes he would throw his arms around her neck, and exclaim, between his broken sobs, “Don’t cry so, Mamma! don’t
cry, or you will make me cry, too! You will break my heart.”
Mrs. Lincoln could not bear to hear Tad cry, and when he
would plead to her not to break his heart, she would calm
herself with a great effort, and clasp her child in her arms.
Every room in the White House was darkened, and every
one spoke in subdued tones, and moved about with muffled
tread. The very atmosphere breathed of the great sorrow
which weighed heavily upon each heart. Mrs. Lincoln never
left her room, and while the body of her husband was being
borne in solemn state from the Atlantic to the broad prairies of
the West, she was weeping with her fatherless children in her
private chamber. She denied admittance to almost every one,
and I was her only companion, except her children, in the days
of her great sorrow.

