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Introduction
When a museum designs an exhibit, the curators must decide what will be included in or

excluded from the display. Imagine you are in charge of designing an exhibit about the
assassination of President Lincoln. Should the deringer pistol used by John Wilkes Booth to shoot
Abraham Lincoln be displayed in the new exhibit? What do you think?

Context
Four American presidents have been assassinated, all by firearms. Two of the murder
weapons are on public display; two are not.
o The pistol used to shoot Abraham Lincoln in 1865 is currently displayed in Ford’s
Theatre.
o The pistol used to shoot James Garfield in 1881 was lost by the Smithsonian.
o The pistol used to shoot William McKinley in 1901 is currently displayed in the
Buftalo History Museum.
e Therifle used to shoot John F. Kennedy in 1963 is held at the National Archives
and is not displayed to the public; the Sixth Floor Museum in Dallas displays an
identical weapon.

The U.S. Army Judge Advocate General kept the weapon John Wilkes Booth used to kill
President Abraham Lincoln. Eventually, it wound up in the headquarters of the U.S.
Department of War (today part of the Department of Defense).

Turn the page to see what happened when the weapon was displayed for the press.
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Showing Off the Weapon

In 1937, Edwin Pitts, Chief Clerk of the Judge Advocate General's Office, displayed the
weapon, along with other evidence from the trial of Lincoln assassination conspirators, for
the press.

Edwin B. Pitts, Chief Clerk of the Judge Advocate General's Office, holds the gun used by
John Wilkes Booth to assassinate President Lincoln, while showing other assassination
artifacts in possession of the War Department. Photos taken on August 10, 1937. Library of
Congress, LC-DIG-hec-23180 (left) & LC-DIG-hec-23179 (right).

What do you think?
Comment on the following questions:
1. Are these artifacts being properly stored and handled? Explain why or why not.

2. Should the public be able to see these artifacts?

3. If you had a precious artifact should you be able to sell it, or should it be in a
museum?

Turn the page to see what happened when the people planning a new museum at Ford’s
Theatre asked to display the gun.
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Displaying the Gun at Ford's Theatre: The Request

On June 10, 1931, General Ulysses S. Grant III—in charge of planning the new Lincoln
Museum at Ford's Theatre—sent a letter to the Adjutant General of the U.S. Army,
requesting to display the gun Booth used to kill Lincoln.

Look at this letter—read it closely. Use the glossary at the end of this activity to help with
words that might be unfamiliar.

Then, answer a question about the letter.

Lincoln Musoum; Relics in Possessi
of the War Dopartment.

Thoe Adjutent General of the Army.
y 4
£

. : A few yoars ago the Govermment acquired the Oldroyd
collection of Lincoln relics, which still remains in the custody of
this offices Tor its better protection and display, I am now about
%o transfer this collection to the first floor of the old Ford \
Theator building. There will be more space available for it than Q
has been available in the past in its present location, so that 4 1}
any itoms added will he sure of proper care and safe preservations %

fre? There are many relics of President Lincoln's adminis— ’
16y iy tration remaining in the hands of tho War Department, notably the Ly )
- 7 pistol with which he was killod and othor exhibits of the trial = : ;
¥ before a military court, which are understood to be among the ¢ H
records of ‘the Judge Advocato General's Offices In addition there I
v are probably some important communications from him to the War
+ Depertment which would be of greatest interest to the public a
v which are undoubtedly deteriorating in the files of the War Dg E
v ment. If there is a muster roll or anmy other record of the
« commanded by Prasident Lincoln in the Black Hawk War, it wo
e
W

pddition to the museum. Photostat copies of [
oubtedly fully sorve the purposes of tho Wax
in tho files in lieu of the originals.

the transfer of the sa;d articles ,
is willing to loan for such publi

What is U.S. Grant, III, asking for in his letter? Circle your answer.
e To honor his grandfather
e To display the deringer
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Displaying the Gun at Ford's Theatre: The Reply
In this response letter from the War Department, General C.H. Bridges denies the request
to move the Deringer and other artifacts to the new museum.

Look at this letter—read it closely. Use the glossary at the end of this activity to help with
words that might be unfamiliar.

Then, answer some questions about the letter on the next page.

AG 000,41 (6-20-31)

Miscl.
June 20, 1931.

Lincoln Museum; Relics in Possession
of the Wer Department.

The Director, Public Builldings snd Fublic
Parks of the National Capitel, Vashingtom, De C.

1. Reference is made to your htﬁr of June 10, 1931, relative to relics
and documents pertaining to the late President Lincoln, which it is desired to
place with the Oldroyd collection.

2. The subject of transferring relics comnected with the aggassination
oerthmmln.maa.a:hm:andrumnmmuuml,
mmmmmmnwutmmmmuionummt. A proposal
wopnumnmmmotmmw:mmmmtmmmtmu
tn.mly.lﬂﬂ,mcfmmhmmtﬁomntbﬂtmmdm
wmmmtmnnummthmmtommucmwm
-nm.mmmmﬂmmmumuumtummmmt-
of the great tragedy, rather than in the historical features thereof,and would
heve more of an appeal for the morbid or
torye Itubonvndmtthoopm«nrororndtounaondomuumtﬂu
Lincoln relies should pgf* be placed upon exhibition nﬂg}m‘.

3. ‘There is a muster roll on file in this office relating to the company
comeanded by President Lincoln in the Black Hawk wer, as well as other Lincoln
papers, some of which have imporiant historical significance., Under Section ©
of the Act of April 25, 1014 (38 Stat. 350), military records are required to be
filed in The Adjutant General's Office, and as this office is, under the direction
of the Secretary of iWar, the custodian of such records, they may not legally be
transferred to any other agency. However, it is thought that photographic copies
wiunmthowrponmchmhnoullﬂ,mu it is so desired, arrange-
mumyhm«bﬁmﬁdurb&hmﬂcuwdmmpr_numw

and copies of such other Lincoln pape: 8 of general hiFtorical interest as are

rudny accessible.

4, In commection with the above, it may be remarked that the records re-
ferred to ere not deteriorating to amy greater extent in their present lecation
then they would if placed elsewhere. As kept in this office, these records are
subject to the least possible deterioration and they would be liable to a greater
and mora rapid damage if exposed to 1ight for long periods.

By euthority of the Secretary of War:
0.8 Bride

Ma jor General,
The Adjutant Ceneral. o
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Questions about the June 29, 1931 letter

1. What was decided in July 1925 about displaying relics of the Lincoln
assassination?

2. What were the reasons for that decision?

3. What was General Bridges’ decision in 19317

4. Do you agree with General Bridges? Why or why not?

Turn the page to give your opinion on what should happen with the deringer today.
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Your Turn

Imagine you are the curator of Ford’s Theatre Museum and the exhibits are to be
redesigned. Your job is to select what will be in the new exhibits, and make a
recommendation to your boss, the Director. You must decide if the deringer pistol used
by John Wilkes Booth to shoot Abraham Lincoln should or should not be displayed in the
new exhibits. What do you think?

Write a two-paragraph letter to the Director of the Ford’s Theatre Museum, giving your
recommendation on what to do with the deringer.

Answer this question:
Should the deringer be on display or not?
Provide at least two reasons to support your opinion.
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