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PREFACE 

This furnishing study for The House Where Lincoln Died has 

been researched to provide the superintendent, curator, and inter­

pretive staff of Central National Capital Parks, and the National Capital 

Region, with all available documentary information, photographs, draw­

ings, and affidavits on the occupancy and furnishings of this historic 

site as of the night of Lincoln's assassination and death. 

While some parts of the history of this site are still surrounded 

with an aura of fiction and hearsay, every effort has been made to 

dispel such trivia and to document, wherever possible, the history asso­

ciated with the inhabitants of this site, the historic events occurring 

therein, and the attempts to refurnish the rooms as they appeared on that 

fatal night, April la-15, 1865. 

My historic structures report on the Restoration of Ford's Theatre 

and the Furnishing Plan for the Restored Ford's Theatre should be used 

in conjunction with the present study. My principal sources of infor­

mation were the archives of the Lincoln Museum, files of the Mail and 

Records Branch, National Capital Region, and collections of official 

documents in the National Archives, the Library of Congress, and in various 

offices of the D. C. Government. For analytical purposes and precise doc­

umenting, photographs have been especially selected and explanatory captions 

affixed thereto. The majority are from the files of the Information Branch, 

National Capital Region, unless otherwise credited. Joseph Sunde did the 

art work. My own continuing research since i960 on details of Lincoln's 

assassination provided many hitherto obscured facts. Tables have been 

especially collated and documents included herein to substantiate my 

findings. G # J > 0 # 
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SECTION ONE 

ANALYSIS OF HISTORIC OCCUPANCY 

Introduction.-- The House Where Lincoln Died is one of the more 

outstanding historic sites in the Nation's capital. It is generally 

known as the Petersen House. An unknown German tailor, William 

Petersen, was projected into international prominence slightly over 

a century ago, when his home was the scene of President Lincoln's 

death on April 15, 1865. 

Lincoln had been carried into a tiny bedroom at the rear of the 

house the night before after being mortally wounded by the demented 

actor, John Wilkes Booth, in Ford's Theatre, about 10:15 P.M., 

during Act III, Scene 2, of the comedy farce, "Our American Cousin." 

While Lincoln lay between life and death, the back parlor of 

the house was the scene of what one writer on the assassination said 

"a dictatorship for eight hours," when the country was, in fact, 

without a President. In this room Secretary of War, Edwin M. 

Stanton, for an intents and purposes, ran the government. He 

issued all news on the President's condition, set up the back parlor 

Cabinet room, initiated a court of inquiry, and prepared the oath 

of succession to the presidency. In the front parlor, Mrs. Lincoln 

sat throughout the all night vigil in hysterical abandon as Major 

H. R. Rathbone and Miss Clara Harris, who were members of the theatre 

party the night before, attempted to calm her. Several times during 

the night Mrs. Lincoln visited the dying President until Stanton 

ordered her kept out of the death chamber. 
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Subsequently, the house was sold by the Petersen heirs to Louis 

and Anne Schade in 1878. In 1896 the government purchased the 

building for $30,000, permitting 0. H. Oldroyd, who had brought his 

collection of Lincoln memorabilia to Washington in l893> to remain 

in the house rent-free until he died in 1930* In 1926 the government 

purchased the Lincoln collection for $50,000. In 1932, when the 

administration of the Old Ford's Theatre building was placed under 

the Department of the Interior, the National Park Service opened 

the Lincoln Museum on the first floor of the building and from time 

to time as fund6 became available attempted to restore the tragic 

setting of the House Where Lincoln Died to its appearance as of 

that fateful night. Today, as the restoration of Ford's Theatre 

nears completion, these two buildings will become important units 

of the historic sites of the Nation's capital. 

The Petersen family.—At the time of Lincoln's death, the house 

at I53 Tenth Street, Northwest (now 516), was owned by William A. 

Petersen, a German tailor. It is reported that his shop was in the 

front basement room of the house. 

Petersen was born in Hanover, Germany, August 16, l8l6, and his 

wife, Anna, in Darmstadt on June 21, 1819. They had married and in 

18*41 emigrated to the United States. On June 23, they arrived at 

the Port of Baltimore aboard the SS EUROPA of the North German Lloyd 

1. Dates taken from inscription on tombstone, Prospect Hill Ceme­
tery, Washington. 
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SteamsMp Company. Wilhelm Petersen was number 11 on the passen­

ger list; she number 12. He was listed as being born in Hanover, 

Germany. His wife's birthplace was erroneously listed as the same 

2 
city. The tombstone inscription clarifies this date for once and 

all. There is also no sense in prolonging numerous arguments about 

their ages that are given erroneously in many official documents; 

they were exactly 2 years, 10 months, and 5 days apart. Petersen 

most probably simplified the matter by giving their ages as 3 years 

apart. Thus, when they arrived in the united States in loll, he 

was 25 years of age; she 22. When he was naturalized in 1816, he 

was 30; she 27. When they died in 1871, he was 55; she 52. 

Shortly after M s arrival in this country, Petersen most pro­

bably changed his name from "Wilhelm" to "William" to adopt to the 

American milieu, and it was good for business reasons, too. Aside 

from the Europa's passenger list, his christian name of "Wilhelm" 

appears on no other documents researched for this study. Further­

more, his family name of Petersen is misspelled on so many occasions 

that it would serve no useful purpose to note them. Undoubtedly, 

that is what has aroused so much confusion as to Petersen's nation­

ality and allusions to him being a "Swedish" tailor, a "Swedish 

sailor," etc. The documentation cited herein should be conclusive. 

WitMn a year of his arrival in the United States, in 18U2, Peter­

sen made M s application for naturalization as an American citizen 

2. "Passenger List No. 35," Passenger Lists of Vessels Arriv­
ing at Baltimore, 1820-1891, Microcopy M-255, Roll 3, Aug. 3, 18 Ao 
through Dec. 21, I8L2. Records of the Bureau of Customs, National 
ArcMves, Record Group 36T Cited hereafter as NARG with appropri­
ate record group number. See also NCR Press Release, July 2, 1958. 
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in the District. In lQk6, after the required five years of resi­

dence, the Petersens became naturalized citizens of the United States 

at Washington. 

According to the Eighth Census of i860, the Petersens had seven 

children, three sons and four daughters, of the following ages: 

William F., l6; Louisa , 13; Fertner, 11; Pauline, 8; Charles, 5; Anne, 

2; and Julia, 3 months. Petersen was ^5; his wife Anna, k2. All 

the Petersen children were born in the District.-̂  

The i860 census also gives strong, clear evidence of the life 

that went on in the Petersen home. It listed, for instance, in 

addition to the family, other occupants of the house who were either 

lodgers or boarders. The distinction was not made. There was one 

servant girl, Mary Crowft, aged 18; Henry Ulke, aged 36, and his 

brother, aged 27, both born in Prussia, photographers; a Major Carter, 

aged kO, clerk, birthplace unknown; Peter Keller, aged 26, and T. P. 

Keller, aged 19, both born in Pennsylvania; a Mr. and Mrs. Francis 

(no given names), both aged 35> birthplace "unknown''; and a Captain 

Cushman, clerk, aged 32, born in Pennsylvania. In i860 the census 

listed the value of the Petersen real estate at $5,000; their 

personal property was valued at $UO0. Of all the roomers, the Ulke 

3. Eighth Census, Free Inhabitants, District of Columbia, George­
town, VolT I, Wards 1-3, i860, Schedule 1, pp. ̂ Q-kjT, Records of the 
Bureau of the Census, NARG 29. 

k. Ibid. 
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Brothers assume importance. Being photographers with their studio 

5 
listed as "being at 278 Pennsylvania Avenue, they were undoubtedly 

competitors of Mathew Brady who also had his studio on the same street. 

Most probably, Brady and the Ulke Brothers had a "gentlemen's agree­

ment" in regard to who would photograph the two historic sites. The 

Ulke photograph' came to light on the 100th anniversary of Lincoln's 

assassination in Life Magazine and was reported to have been diS-

covered in England. Later it appeared in American Heritage through 

whose courtesy it is reproduced in the present study. In addition 

to showing the appearance of the bed after Lincoln's remains were 

removed, it is the only known photograph which shows the position of 

one of the two small pictures that hung in the room reportedly. 

Although there is no known photograph of the north wall of the room, 

to show if the second small sketch hung near the other large picture, 

it is possible that Mrs. Petersen liked uniformity in the decor of 

her home. She had numerous prints and lithographs in other rooms of 

the house as is revealed in the "Appraisal Inventory of October 25, 

1871," that will be discussed further on. 

The 1870 Census revealed that things had changed in the Petersen 

home. At that time, the occupants had dwindled to William and Anna 

5. Boyd's Directory, 1865, P« 350. 
6. This fact most probably explains why I found no photographs taken 

by Brady of the Petersen House and the room in which Lincoln died, during 
my research on the restoration of Ford's Theatre and the present study. 

7. See Illustration k . 
8. April 1965. 
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Petersen, aged 54 and 52; and hut three children, Frederick (form­

erly listed as "Fertner"), 21; Paulina, 18; and Charles, 15. There 

was hut one lodger, a Victor Schanag, age 20, a photographer, who 

had been horn in Prussia. By this time the value of the Petersen 

real estate had risen to $8,000; their personal estate was $300* 

Of the other children, William F., who was 26, and Louisa, who was 

23 at the time this census was taken, had most probably married. It 

is reported that the two younger children, Anne and Julia, who had 

been 2 years and 3 months of age respectively at the time of the 

i860 census, had died. The death records, however, are unclear. 

According to Bernard Anderson, Superintendent of Vital Statistics 

Unit, D. C. Department of Health, there is no record of deaths during 

the period 1862 to 1866. Mr. Anderson stated that deaths were occur­

ring so fast that it was impossible to record them. The official 

D. C. records of deaths are also sporadic for the period 1866 to 1874. 

But in 1874 and continuing since, the Department of Health has issued 

Death Certificates. 

Petersen's business role is verified by Boyd's Washington and 

Georgetown Directory. In 1862 Petersen was a merchant tailor and had 

his shop at 480-1/2 Pennsylvania Avenue. In 1865 it was located 

9. Ninth Census, I87O, Vol. I, Wards 1-2, p. 218. NARG 29. 
10. Most probably further genealogical research would clarify this 

point. The official interment record at Prospect Hill Cemetery was 
unavailable for further research at the time of my visit. 

11. P. 142. Boyd's is the sole source of this type of information. 
It is generally referred to by its short title as Boyd's Directory for 
its name changed to include Alexandria as the metropolitan area grew. 
It was also published by various printers over the years. 
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at kk2 8th Street, West.12 By 1871, Petersen had, undoubtedly, dis­

posed of his shop for none was listed in Boyd's Directory for that 

13 year. ' No record was found that Petersen actually ran a tailoring 

shop in the front basement room of his home. Perhaps this was hear­

say, or possibly he may have done minor clothing repairing there. 

It is also possible that Petersen may have had some psychological 

reaction to the death of Lincoln having occurred in his home. His 

personal fortunes appear to have diminished thereafter so that he 

may have abandoned his personal tailoring business. 

For several years prior to his death that had occurred under 

mysterious circumstances, Petersen had worked as a "cutter" for 

Ik 
various local tailoring establishments. Petersen had been found 

by the Metropolitan Police lying unconscious on the grounds of the 

Smithsonian Institution on June 18, 1871. He was rushed to the hospi­

tal and despite all attempts to save his life, died the same day. 

The Coroner's inquest determined that death was due to "accidental 

15 mancotic poisoning. Actually, Petersen had taken an overdose of 

laudanum which he had obtained from a local druggist, C. B. Bishop, 

12. Ibid., p. 298. 
13. Ibid., p. 26p. 
Ik. The fact that Petersen worked as a "cutter" gives some indica­

tion of his craftsmanship. Based on personal family business experience 
with Ernest Olszewski & Sons, Wholesale Clothing Contractors, Baltimore, 
Md., cloth "cutting" Is one of the more elite jobs in the clothing busi­
ness. A "cutter" must have a steady hand, a good mind, and expert knowl­
edge of suiting patterns. 

15. Record of Interments, January, l85p-July l8"Jk} entry No. 96, 
folio 523. Vital Statistics Unit, D. C. Department of Health. This 
record erroneously lists Wm. Petersen as "female." 
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without a doctor's prescription. Before he died, Petersen told 

police that he had taken the drug "once or twice a week" for several 

. 16 years past. 

Mrs. Petersen died within four months to the day of her husband's 

death, October 18, 1871, after a long illness. Her funeral was held 

in the residence on Friday, October 20, 1871, at 3 o'clock in the 

17 afternoon. Both Petersens died intestate. They were burled in 

Prospect Hill Cemetery, Washington. There is no official record of 

the death of Anna Petersen. 

Within two days of her death, the D. C. Register of Wills, A. 

Webster, authorized the preparation of an appraisal inventory of the 

1 P 
goods, chattels, and estate of Anna Petersen. On Monday, October 

30, 1871, the entire furnishings of the house were sold at public 

19 auction by Green & Williams, Auctioneers. y This phase of the history 

of the sale of the furnishings and the subsequent construction of 

an addition to the rear of the house will be fully dealt with in 

Section II of the present study so that the historic events relating 

to Lincoln's death may be completed at this point. However, a few 

notes on the construction and appearance of the Petersen House are 

necessary to set the scene for this tragic event. 

The Petersen House.—After his arrival in Washington, Petersen 

purchased the site of his future home for $850 on February 9, l8ka, 

16. Washington Evening Star, June 19, 1871. 
17. Evening Star, Oct. 18, 1871. 
18. See Table II, pp. U2-V7, 
19. Evening Star, Oct. 31, I87I. See also Table III, pp. 1*8-51. 
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in Square 3*+7, Lot No. Ik, According to available evidence, the 

house which he constructed was a plain red brick three story and 

basement structure. The entrance from Tenth Street was by a 10-riser 

curving stairway with an iron railing leading to the first floor. 

The basement entrance was beneath the landing and presently is about 

2.5 feet below the sidewalk level. It also provided a separate 

entrance-exit to Petersen's tailoring shop that was reportedly in the 

basement and, later, to Schade's editorial and publishing offices of 

21 
the Washington Sentinel. Today it gives the Service a convenient 

exit for the visiting public. 

Although it is extremely unlikely that Petersen's original plans 

for his home can ever be located, sufficient evidence has been un­

covered to document to some degree the size and architecture of the 

house at the time of Lincoln's death therein. 

For instance, under the MISSION 66 program of the Service, the 

Petersen House was rehabilitated under Contract No. 1^-10-028-1607. 

On July k, 1959, Secretary of the Interior, Fred A. Seaton, officially 

22 
reopened the house to the public. But since that project is not 

the immediate subject of the present study, the inclusion of some 

evidence of this work is considered essential to the interpretive 

function of this report, at least until the tentatively scheduled 

Historic Structures Report of the house is completed. Therefore, 

20. Survey Book of Square 3U7. Office of the Surveyor of the Dis­
trict. D. C. Government. 

21. Illustration 6 . 
22. N.P.S. Press Release. 
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photographs, a sketch, and sample drawings of the official rehabili­

tation construction plans are included to support these collated 

21 observations. J 

As shown in Illustration "Floor plan of the Petersen House," 

the areas marked with a large "X" and identified by the letters A, 

B, and C, were demolished during the rehabilitation. Preliminary 

architectural investigation revealed that they were not part of the 

original structure. These areas are rooms Ik and 15 at the rear of 

the basement; room 106 at the rear of the first floor; and the bath 

at the rear of the second floor. As will be shown in Section II of 

this report, paid vouchers for work done on the house in 1871-72 

prior to its sale to the Schades will substantiate and document these 

conclusions. 

Lodgers on the tragic night.—The Petersens supplemented their 

income by renting rooms as noted earlier. Among some of the boarders 

who lodged there prior to Lincoln's assassination was John C. Breck­

inridge, who rented the double parlors as a unit; the Ulke Brothers, 

photographers, and various actors among them being John Matthews, a 

friend of John Wilkes Booth. It is said that Booth frequently visi­

ted Matthews and in 1863 actually slept in the bed in which Lincoln 

was later to expire. Unconfirmed reports state that Booth's confes­

sion to the assassination of Lincoln was sent to Matthews, directing 

him to turn it over to the newspapers, particularly the National 

Intelligencer, one of the leading Washington papers of the day. 

23. Appendix D-2, p. 89, and Plates I-II, pp. 90-91. 
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Matthew burned it after reading it, fearing to become involved as 

a conspirator. Reports of Booth's confession being sent to the 

National Intelligencer were later denied by its editor, John F. Coyle. 

Coyle, who was a stockholder in Ford's Theatre, undoubtedly, would 

have been more than glad to have had the information so that he could 

have published it and thus confirm the first rumored reports of 

Booth's involvement in the crime and thereby aided the investigations 

2k by the War Department. 

The Ulke Brothers, Henry W. Saffold, and a soldier detailed to 

duty at the Quartermaster Department in Washington, a William T. 

Clark of Company rtD", 13th Massachusetts Infantry, roomed at the 

Petersen house the night of the tragedy. Clark is said to have had 

the small room at the end of the hallway on the first floor of the 

house to which Lincoln was carried under the direction of Charles 

A. Leale, a 23-year old Army doctor who was a specialist in gunshot 

wounds. Dr. Leale was on duty at the time at the U. S. General Hospi­

tal, Armory Square, Washington. Being an admirer of Lincoln, Leale, 

upon completion of his military duties as surgeon-in-charge of the 

wounded Commissioned Officers Ward at the hospital, changed into 

mufti and went to Ford's Theatre that fatal night to catch a glimpse 

of Lincoln. He had a seat in the dress circle about forty feet from 

the Presidential box, and when the tragedy occurred, he was a first­

hand witness to Booth's escape from the box and across the stage 

2k. See G. J. Olszewski, Historic Structures Report, Restoration 
of Ford's Theatre (Washington, 1963), p. 19 • 
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25 while holding a gleaming knife in his right hand. ' This later led 

Leale to consider the possibility of Lincoln having been stabbed 

before locating the real wound made by the blast of Booth's derin-

ger three inches to the rear of Lincoln's left ear. 

Carrying the President to the Petersen House.—A great deal of 

conflicting testimony details the events which led to Dr. Leale 

instructing that the President be carried to the Petersen house. 

The statements of the soldier, Wm. T. Clark, the Petersen family 

affidavits, and Oldroyd's Reminiscences, among others, all point 

to a still controversial question. Who was it that held the candle 

and guided Dr. Leale to the Petersen House? 

Private Clark, supported by Oldroyd, says that he heard a com­

motion on the street while he was sitting in his room. He then went 

to the porch of the house where the hallway light drew the attention 

of the party carrying the President to the Petersen house. There 

was never a porch on the Petersen house but rather a landing at the 

head of the curving steps of red sandstone with an iron railing. 

This led into the first floor hallway to the rear of which was the 

room into which Lincoln was carried. Illustrations and sketches of 

the house made at the time indicate the appearance of these steps. 

They still exist today. There was a porch at the rear of the house 

which led to the basement and the yard at the rear. Oldroyd is 

26 
in error when he identified the first floor as the second. 

25. Helen Leale Harper, Jr., "Lincoln's Last Night," in Daughters 
of the American Revolution Magazine (Feb. 1953)* P« 179* 

26. See Illustration 10 . 
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Affidavits of members of the Petersen family state that it was 

Wm. A. Petersen, himself, at home alone with his elder daughter, 

Louise, who became aware of the commotion in the street. He is said 

to have gone to the front door of his home with a lighted candle to 

guide the carrying in of the body of a "wounded man." Petersen did 

not know at the time that it was the President. Further conflicting 

testimony indicates that Petersen's youngest daughter, Pauline, mini­

stered all night to the wounded President by "bringing in hot water 

and tearing up linen sheets for bandages." Later investigations 

reveal that although the small room was actually the bedroom of 

Petersen's two daughters, Louise, then aged 18, and Pauline, aged 13 

at the time, it may have been rented to Clark for Pauline was away at 

school at the time. Furthermore, there is little, if any, mention 

of bandages having been used. Lincoln's loss of blood was a slow 

27 
trickle from time to time as the wound was probed. While these 

conflicting stories are continually repeated, even in official cir-

cles, the authoritative report of the event should be given prefer­

ence. 

Considering the intense drama and horror of the tragedy, and the 

inherent fallibility of human nature under the stress of such circum­

stances, the official report of Dr. Leale, which became the authori­

tative report for the "Congressional Committee Investigating the 

27. Fraser Affidavit in Appendix. 
28. See DI Psmphlet, "House Where Lincoln Died." 
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Assassination of the President," should be accepted. Leale's report 

tells in the following words the facts which guided his decision to 

order carrying Lincoln to the rear room of the Petersen house. 

When we arrived to the street, I was asked to 
place him [Lincoln] in a carriage and remove him to 
the White House. This I refused to do being fear­
ful that he would die as soon as he would be placed 
in an upright position. I said that I wished to 
take him to the nearest house, and, place him com­
fortably in bed. 

We slowly crossed the street, there being a 
barrier of men on each side of an open passage to­
wards the house. Those who went ahead of us reported 
that the house directly opposite was closed.^9 j 
saw a man standing at the door of Mr. Peterson's (sic) 
house holding a lighted candle in his hand and beckon­
ing us to enter which we did and immediately placed 
him in bed, all of which was done in less than twenty 
minutes from the time that he had been assassinated, 
we not having been in the slightest interrupted while 
removing him.30 

The death Watch.—Once Lincoln's unconscious form was placed 

on the bed, every attempt was made to make him as comfortable as 

possible in an effort to ease his suffering. Finding the bed too 

short for the President, Dr. Leale placed Lincoln in a diagonal 

position so that his body and limbs were straight upon the bed. Dr. 

Leale requested that the window of the room be opened to provide as 

much fresh air for the President as possible. The ghastly flame of the 

single gas burner in the room undoubtedly burnt up much of the 

needed oxygen. As the room was crowded by numerous persons who 

29. This undoubtedly was No. k3k Tenth Street, now occupied by the 
Lincoln Building. See illustrations which show the house adjacent 
to the Petersen house c. 1907 . 

30. Leale Report, pp. 8-9. 
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