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The new President rose early that Monday morning, February 17, 1861. It was another fitful night’s sleep on the road.  It was a typical Buffalo, New York dead of the winter day. It was a metaphor for what would greet Abraham Lincoln as he prepared to take the reins of a country that was coming apart at the seams.  He faced a sea of troubles much harsher than the cold winds that whipped over the shores of Lake Erie.  As he made his way from the American Hotel, where he had been the guest of ex-President Millard Fillmore, to the train that waited to take him to Albany, New York, he must have thought that a house divided against itself could not stand.

The Confederacy was officially formed at a convention in Montgomery, Alabama on February 4, 1861.  Between Lincoln’s election and his inauguration, seven southern States would secede.  He was a man whose qualifications to be President consisted of four terms in the Illinois Legislature, a single term in Congress, two unsuccessful runs for the Senate and a speech one year before at the Cooper Union in New York City. It would be one hundred and fifty years before another man from Illinois, with a similarly sparse résumé, would also launch a successful presidential campaign with little more than the audacity of hope and a speech.1
New York was generally friendly country for Lincoln.  He had won the State with 54% of the vote over Stephen A. Douglas.  However, the election had been a messy affair.  Douglas, with almost 30% of the vote, won only one state, Missouri.  Buchanan’s Vice-President, John C. Breckinridge, running on the Southern Democratic ticket, won all nine deep-south States, plus Maryland and Delaware.  Former Tennessee Senator, John C. Bell, running on the Constitutional Party ticket, won his own state, Kentucky and Virginia.  Before the Republican convention, all the political pundits predicted that the nomination would go to New York Senator William H. Seward in a cakewalk.  As it was, New York still played a crucial part in the election.  Had 3.5% of the vote swung from Lincoln to Douglas, that 35 electoral vote shift would have put the election into the House of Representatives, then solidly controlled by Southern Democrats.

As his train pulled out of Union Station in Buffalo that morning, with scheduled stops in Rochester, Syracuse and Utica, Lincoln would end his day sleeping in a city where he had won only 46% of the vote.  Unknown to the new President was that Albany, New York would also present one of the most remarkable intersections of place and people in American history.

The New York Central had pulled out all the stops for the new President.  His inaugural train was made up of the finest parlor cars in their fleet.  Railroad workers walked the 300 miles of tracks between Albany and Buffalo.  A patrol engine would run ten minutes ahead of Lincoln’s train. 2 This was all quite ironical because the president of the New York Central was a rabid Lincoln foe who had worked fiercely to defeat him---Erastus Corning.  Corning was the great-great grandfather of Albany’s famous mayor with the same name.  He was, at the time, one of the wealthiest and most politically powerful men in America.  While president of multiple corporations, he served as mayor, state senator and, as Lincoln approached Corning’s city on the Hudson, he was their representative in Congress.  His Albany Iron Works would supply the iron plate for the Monitor and eleven other ironclads.  Today he would be indicted for the failure to render honest services.  Then he was just another war profiteer.  In one final dig at the new President, the engine hauling the inaugural train on its last leg was named the Erastus Corning, Jr.  Also greeting Lincoln would be Thurlow Weed, the publisher of the Albany Evening Journal and the most powerful man in national Republican politics.  Weed had done everything in his power to secure the nomination for New York’s Republican Senator William H. Seward.

The 5:45 A.M. departure from Buffalo would mean a long day for Lincoln, his wife and their three sons.  After extended stops in Rochester, Syracuse and Utica and whistle-stops at several other cities, the train approached West Albany at 2:20 P.M. It received a twenty-one gun salute from a military honor guard stationed on the rise above the tracks at the Dudley Observatory. 3 The salute also provided notice to the welcoming committee waiting at the Broadway Crossing in downtown Albany, three miles away.

A committee of Legislators, Mayor George H. Thacher, and members of the Common Council boarded the train in Utica and traveled with Lincoln to Albany where Lincoln was to meet the rest of the dignitaries. The 25th Regiment Honor Guard was thirty minutes late in arriving at the train station which kept Lincoln inside the train and the crowd waiting.  The entire assemblage then went by carriage down Broadway and up State Street to the Capitol where Lincoln was to address a joint session of the Legislature. 4 After that, there would be dinner at the Governor’s mansion and a reception at the Delevan House. 5 Political stalemates, then as now, were nothing new to Albany politics.  The various factions of the greeting delegations could not agree where Lincoln should dine.  Some wanted a big feast at Congress Hall.  Others wanted a formal dinner at the Delevan House.  The Governor, of course, wanted to dine in private with Lincoln at his mansion.  It was decided to prepare all three dinners and let Lincoln decide.  He chose the Governor’s mansion.

Corruption in the Legislature, then as now, merited daily headlines.  Earlier that day, District Attorney Ira S. Schafer obtained a warrant from Police Justice Sylvanus H.H. Parsons for the arrest of Assemblyman Jay Gibbons of Westerlo for attempted extortion.  The District Attorney had put in a bill in the Legislature to raise the salary of his assistant from $1,000 to $1,500 per year.  Schafer alleged that Gibbons wanted $100 to support the bill.  Upon reaching the Capitol and removing his coat and hat, Lincoln “waggingly” asked, as the Albany Argus described it, if his coat and hat would be safe during his visit. 6
A week earlier John Wilkes Booth began these intersections of history by checking into Stanwix Hall, which sat on the southeast corner of Broadway and Maiden Lane, where the Federal Courthouse is now located.  It was built in 1833 by General Gansevoort.  Just 500’ away, on the northeast corner of Broadway and Steuben where the Union Station now stands, sat the Delevan House where Lincoln would be feted.  The hotel was built in 1847 by E.C. Delevan, the president of the New York State Temperance League.  It burned on December 30, 1894.  Union Station opened December, 1900.

There could be little doubt that Booth would have watched Lincoln’s parade that day.  He was a rabid Southern sympathizer and made his feelings widely known.  Even the manager of the Gayety Theatre, where Booth would perform in Othello, The Apostate, Richard III and King Lear during his two week stay in Albany, warned Booth to temper his tongue out of fear that it would depress ticket sales.  It is not a speculation too far to believe that thoughts of assassination ran through Booth’s mind that day.  After Booth died, his sister found a letter he had written to his mother just before the assassination which said, “For four years I have lived as a slave in the north.”

John Wilkes Booth was the Brad Pitt of his day.  Just 23 in 1861, he was a member of the most accomplished family of actors to ever grace the American stage or screen.  The Booths, as a family, would have been far better known and more recognizable to more people in America than the new President.  Even Lincoln was an admirer of Booth as an actor.  He saw him perform in The Marble Heart at Ford’s Theatre in November, 1863.  When informed of this, Booth remarked that he would rather have the applause of a Negro. 7 In an act that would presage his leg injury in jumping onto the stage at Ford’s Theater after shooting Lincoln, Booth during a death scene would stab himself in the armpit while performing in Albany on February 14, 1861, which was also Lincoln’s 58th birthday.  Booth would be unable to perform until the evening of Lincoln’s arrival in Albany.    The Gayety was located on the south side of Green Street between Beaver and Hudson.  It opened March 30, 1859.   8 

Lincoln was scheduled to leave Albany at 10:00 AM the next day but the weather required an early departure.  Albany would not have a river bridge until 1866 and there was no railroad down the western side of the Hudson.  Travelers departing Albany for New York City would cross the river to Rensselaer either by ferry or on the ice.  However, an early thaw had caused an ice jam at Albany and so Lincoln’s train was detoured to the Troy crossing at Waterford where he would change to Cornelius Vanderbilt’s Hudson River Line to resume his trip to New York.  According to the Troy News of February 20, 1861, Lincoln entered the Troy Depot that morning and spoke to a crowd of 20,000.

In Troy, New York, we first encounter a young man by the name of Boston Corbett and this piece of history’s second intersection.  The Troy City Directory first lists Corbett in the 1847 edition.  Thomas P. “Boston” Corbett is first listed in the 1850 edition as living in the alley behind Reed’s Brewery located at 92 First Street.  In 1855, he is listed as working at 250 River Street and living at 92 4th Street.  The last listing is for 1857 describing him as a “hatter” boarding at 172 Congress Street.  He has also been reported as working in Albany as a hatter.  In the middle of the 19th Century, Albany was one of the centers of hat making in America.  Was Boston Corbett in Albany or Troy to see Lincoln in February, 1861?  We don’t know.  What we do know is that during the early morning hours of April 26th, 1865, on Jake Garrett’s farm outside Bowling Green, Virginia, Boston Corbett entered history as the man who shot John Wilkes Booth.  At that moment in time, Lincoln’s body was then laying in State at the Capitol in Albany.

Corbett was born in London and came with his parents to America in 1839 at age seven.   His family ended up in Troy in the late 1840’s or early 1850 are where Corbett went to work as a “hatter.”  The production of hats at that time used mercury in the process which can cause brain damage, hence the phrase “mad as a hatter.”  By any measure, Boston Corbett was an unusual person.  Rutherford Hayner, in his history of Troy, described Corbett this way; “As a resident of Troy, he distinguished himself from his fellows by his eccentricities, his extreme religious fervor and the peculiar manner in which he manifested that fervor.”  He married in Troy but his wife died shortly thereafter in childbirth.  He then returned to Boston, was born again and took the name of his adopted city.  However he was born again in the extreme.  He grew a beard and let his hair grow long to look like Jesus.  To avoid the temptations of the flesh, on July 16, 1858, he excised his testicles with a pair of scissors and spent two weeks recovering in Massachusetts General Hospital. 9
At the outbreak of the war, Corbett joined the Union Army and re-enlisted three times.  By all accounts he was a brave soldier and served time in the Confederacy’s notorious prison at Andersonville.  Upon release, he rejoined the 16th New York Cavalry.  The hunt for Booth after the assassination was massive and lasted twelve days until the 16th New York tracked Booth and his co-conspirator, David Herold, to Bowling Green, Virginia and the Garrett’s farm.  In the early morning hours of April 26, 1865, they had Booth trapped in a barn.  They started a fire to flush Booth out because their orders were to capture him alive.  Corbett circled the barn.  Upon receiving a message from God that he was chosen to avenge his president, he shot Booth in the back of the head through a crack in the wall with his Colt revolver.  The bullet lodged in a spot eerily close to where Booth had shot the President.

Despite disobeying orders, Corbett was awarded a medal, received a $1,653.85 share in the reward money and became the newest most famous person in America.  For a while, he was successful on the lecture circuit as the “man who shot John Wilkes Booth.”  In 1878, Corbett moved to Concordia, Kansas and lived in a sod house outside of town. In 1887, he was appointed sergeant at arms of the Kansas House of Representatives.  On February 15, 1887, in a state of delusion, he held the entire House hostage at gunpoint.  He eventually surrendered and was adjudged insane by Topeka Probate Judge William Quinton.  On May 26, 1890, Corbett stole a horse and escaped from the insane asylum.  After a decade of working as a patent medicine salesman in Texas and Oklahoma, historians lost track of Corbett.  Many believe that he died in the great fire in Hinckley, MN on September 1, 1894 which burned 420 square miles and resulted in over 800 deaths.  A “Thomas Corbett” is listed as one of the causalities.10
The final intersection of history involves Clara Harris and her fiancé, Major Henry Rathbone.  Clara Harris was the beautiful daughter of New York Senator Ira Harris.  In February 1861, when they attended Lincoln’s receptions in Albany, they lived at the corner of Eagle and State streets.  Harris, a Supreme Court Judge, would soon take Seward’s seat in the Senate when Seward became Lincoln’s Secretary of State.  They also had a country home in Loudonville.  Henry Rathbone was the son of the late Jared Rathbone, the first popularly elected mayor of Albany (1839-41).  In 1854, Harris married Rathbone’s widow, Pauline.  As a result, Henry and Clara grew up together as step-siblings.  In Washington, Pauline would become good friends with Mary Todd Lincoln.

On Good Friday, April 14, 1865, the Lincolns were having trouble finding a couple to share their box at Ford’s Theater that night for a presentation of Our American Cousin.  Clara Harris and Major Rathbone became the beneficiaries of others’ declinations.  After Booth shot the President, Rathbone struggled with Booth and was stabbed several times.  Clara tried to stop the bleeding with her dress.

When the turmoil caused by the assassination quieted down, the couple returned to Albany and Clara stayed at the family’s Loudonville country home.  There she placed her bloody dress in a closet where it remained for several years because the door opening was covered over.   Clara and Henry married in 1867 and eventually moved to Hanover, Germany.  On December 23, 1883, in a delusional rage, Henry killed Clara and then attempted suicide.  He was committed to a mental institution for the criminally insane and died in 1911.  As for Clara’s bloody dress, it was said to have haunted the house and it was reported that Rathbone’s son burned the dress in 1910.  The home was later reconfigured and moved to Cherry Lane in Loudonville, where it is still occupied as a residence.  Ira Harris died on December 2, 1875.  He and his two wives are buried in Section 18, Lot 3 at Albany Rural Cemetery. 

Abraham Lincoln, John Wilkes Booth, Henry Rathbone, Clara Harris and maybe Boston Corbett all intersected in Albany, New York on February 18, 1861.  They would all intersect again in April 1865, all eventually meet tragic ends that, unknown to them, started in Albany, New York on February 17, 1861.     

End Notes:
1 A full treatment of Erastus Corning and the entire Corning family can be found in Mayor Erastus Corning, Albany Icon, Albany Enigma by Paul Grondahl, Washington Park Press, 1997.  Lincoln’s visit to Albany was wonderfully treated by C.R. (Tip) Roseberry in his book Flashback, A Fresh Look At Albany’s Past, Washington Park Press, 1986. 

2   We are familiar with the reports of assassination plots meant to prevent Lincoln from ever reaching the Capital.  These were being investigated by detective Alan Pinkerton.  However, on this trip the chief of security was Lt. Elmer Ellsworth of Mechanicville who had read law in Lincoln’s law office in Illinois and worked on Lincoln’s campaign.  Ellsworth would enter history as the first Union officer to be killed in the Civil War.  Looking out from the Capitol he noticed a Confederate Flag flying atop the Marshall House Inn in nearby Alexandria, VA.  Ellsworth and his men rushed across the Potomac to the hotel and climbed to the roof to remove the flag.  He was shot by James W. Jackson, the hotel owner upon leaving the building.   Jackson was then killed by Troy native Cp. Francis Brownell.

3  The Delevan House was Albany’s premier hotel and the site for the rogues, scoundrels to engage in scandalous behaviors.  Boss Tweed made it his hangout when in Albany.  In 1883, Theodore Roosevelt was attacked upon leaving his room at the Delevan House by a thug named Stubby Collins who was hired by Roosevelt’s enemies in the Legislature.  Paul Grondahl, in his book, I Rose Like A Rocket, The Political Education Of Theodore Roosevelt, reports that after the encounter someone remarked that Stubby was “a fit subject for the anxious care of his friends.”  

4  This would be the Old Capitol Building, finished in November, 1808  and located near the corner of State and Eagle Streets and just west of where Park  Street enters from the South.  At the time, the land now occupied by the new Capitol and the green space around it was fully built up with residences and commercial establishments and was intersected north-south by Hawk Street and Park Place and east-west by Spring Street.  The New Capitol was not finished until 1879.   

5  The current Governor’s mansion on Eagle Street was first occupied by Governor Samuel J. Tilden in 1875.  The Governor who greeted Lincoln in 1861 was Edwin D. Morgan and he resided in the home of Dr. S.O. Vanderpoel at 144 State Street.  

6   To get some measure of the monumental corruption of the Legislature in the 1850’s consider this.  In 1858, at the urging of Erastus Corning and a lot of passed money, a bill passed both houses that would transfer all executive and legislative power to the Board of Directors of the New York Central Railroad.  It actually went to public referendum and was narrowly defeated 140,500 to 135,100.

7  For a full treatment of the Booths, see The Mad Booths of Maryland by Stanley Kimmel, Dover Publications, 1940; John Wilkes Booth, A Sister’s Memoir by Asia Booth Clarke, University of Mississippi Press, written in 1874, first published in 1938; and American Brutus, John Wilkes Booth and the Lincoln Conspiracies, Michael W. Kauffman, Random House, 2004. 
8  Two months later, an actress named Henrietta Irving joined Booth as a member of the case and as a boarder at Stanwix Hall.  On April 26, 1861 she burst into Booth’s room in a rage and slashed him in the forehead and then attempted suicide.  Tip Roseberry remarked in his article, “Had her aim been better---or her intent more earnest—she might have saved the life of Lincoln. 

9  Corbett’s medical records covering this event can be found in Lincoln and Kennedy:  Medical & Ballistic Comparisons of Their Assassinations, by Dr. John K. Lattimer, p. 59.

10  The most extensive description of Corbett’s Kansas years can be found in E.F. Hollibaugh’s Biographical History Of Cloud County, Kansas, 1903.   

