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very legend hinges on a thin thread 
of truth, even if, as time passes, it is 
impossible to discern what that truth 
LV��7KDW�LV�WKH�FDVH�RI�D�ORQJ�DJR�0DU-

shallton resident, Nathaniel “Nathan” L. Simms, and 
his connection or lack thereof to events surrounding 
the assassination of President Abraham Lincoln.

Depending on which account you read, Simms, 
a freed slave (or was he born free?) is purported to 
KDYH�KHOG�-RKQ�:LONHV�%RRWK·V�KRUVH�DW�0DU\�6XU-
UDWW·V�KRWHO�LQ�0DU\ODQG�DIWHU�/LQFROQ·V�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ��
2U�VRPH�UHSRUWV�FODLP�KH�KHOG�%RRWK·V�KRUVH�DW�)RUG·V�
Theater in Washington, DC? See what I mean?  

$FFRXQWV�RI�6LPPV·�DFWLRQV�DIWHU�3UHVLGHQW�
/LQFROQ·V�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ�RI�$SULO�����������DUH�ULGGOHV�
wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma, with one 
report stating one thing and another stating some-
thing else. However, for an event that many question 
even happened, there are certainly plenty of accounts 
and reports of it from sources like the archive of the 
Friends of the Lincoln Financial Collection in Indi-
ana, to local contemporary newspaper reports, many 
from papers that no longer publish. 

:KDW�VHHPV�FRQVLVWHQW�LV�WKDW�LQ�������6LPPV�ZDV�D�´ZDLWHU�ER\µ�DW�
0DU\�6XUUDWW·V�ERDUGLQJ�KRXVH�LQ�6XUUDWWVYLOOH��0'��DERXW�VHYHQ�PLOHV�
IURP�:DVKLQJWRQ��'&��6RPH�DFFRXQWV�VD\�KH�ZDV����\HDUV�ROG��RWKHUV�VD\�
����,Q�KLV�RZQ�ZRUGV�LQ�DQ�XQGDWHG�:DVKLQJWRQ�6WDU�DUWLFOH�6LPPV�VDLG�
KH�ZDV�ERXQG�RXW�WR�0UV��6XUUDWW�ZKHQ�KH�ZDV����´WKHUH�EHLQJ�VHYHQ�RWKHU�
colored boys on the place.”

Simms stated in the article: 
´-RKQ�:LONHV�%RRWK�ZDV�D�IUHTXHQW�
visitor at the house, he being very 
LQWLPDWH�ZLWK�P\�PLVWUHVV·�VRQ��
-RKQ�6XUUDWW��%RRWK��D�NLQG�RI�
helpless fellow, required a good 
deal of waiting on, and from him I 
UHFHLYHG�P\�ÀUVW�PRQH\�,�FRXOG�VD\�
was mine.” 

As Simms recounted many 
times after the assassination, 
Booth frequently visited the hotel 
in the two months preceding Lin-
FROQ·V�DVVDVVLQDWLRQ��´$�IHZ�GD\V�
before the shooting of the presi-
GHQW��0UV��6XUUDWW�DQG�,�ZHQW�LQWR�

:DVKLQJWRQ�DQG�VKH�ERXJKW�QLQH�RU����SLVWROV�DW�D�JXQVPLWK·V��7KH\�ZHUH�
SXW�LQ�D�OLWWOH�FRIÀQ��ZKLFK�WKH�XQGHUWDNHU�KDXOHG�LQ�KLV�KHDUVH�DFURVV�WKH�
HDVWHUQ�EUDQFK�EULGJH��«�0UV��6XUUDWW��DIWHU�UHDFKLQJ�KRPH��KXQJ�WKH�SLV-
tols on the walls of her room. On the night of the assassination Booth and 
-RKQ�6XUUDWW�DWH�VXSSHU�WRJHWKHU�DQG�OHIW�WKH�KRXVH��$ERXW�PLGQLJKW�%RRWK�
UHWXUQHG�DQG�,�KHDUG�0UV��6XUUDWW�FODS�KHU�KDQGV�DQG�H[FODLP��¶,·P�JODG�
WKH�ROG�UHEHO�LV�GHDG·��PHDQLQJ�RXU�QREOH�/LQFROQ��7KDW�VDPH�QLJKW�,�KHOSHG�
Booth into the saddle and he shot down the pike as if demons were after 
him. On opening the house next morning, I was surprised to see the piazza 
and yard full of soldiers. One of them asked if Booth had been at the house 
during the night and I replied that he had. In a short time my mistress 
and all hands about the place were taken into Washington.”

(YHQ�ZLWK�6LPPV·�RZQ�ZRUGV�WR�FRQÀUP�KLV�VWRU\��VHYHUDO�QHZVSDSHUV�
RI�WKH�HUD�UHSRUWHG�6LPPV�KHOG�%RRWK·V�KRUVH�DW�)RUG·V�7KHDWHU��,Q�(GZDUG�
6WHHUV�-U�·V������ERRN��/LQFROQ�/HJHQGV��0\WKV��+RD[HV�DQG�&RQIDEXOD-

tions Associated with Our Greatest President, he proposes 
WKDW�LW�ZDV�3HDQXW�-RKQ�%XUURXJKV��D�VWDEOH�ER\�DW�)RUG·V�
7KHDWHU��ZKR�KHOG�%RRWK·V�KRUVH�WKDW�QLJKW�

9HU\�OLWWOH�LV�NQRZQ�DERXW�1DWKDQLHO�/��6LPPV��FDOOHG�
´8QFOH�1DWHµ�E\�0DUVKDOOWRQ�UHVLGHQWV����6RPH�RI�ZKDW�
LV�ZULWWHQ�FRQIXVHV�WKH�VWRU\�IXUWKHU��0RVW�DFFRXQWV�VD\�
KH�PLJUDWHG�QRUWK�WR�0DUVKDOOWRQ�DURXQG�DJH�����$������
DUWLFOH�LQ�WKH�'DLO\�/RFDO�1HZV�UHSRUWV�KH�ZDV�ERUQ�0D\�
���������+RZHYHU��WKDW�ZRXOG�KDYH�PDGH�6LPPV����\HDUV�
ROG�ZKHQ�KH�KHOG�%RRWK·V�KRUVH�DQG����ZKHQ�KH�GLHG��0RVW�
DFFRXQWV�SXW�KLV�DJH�DW�GHDWK�DW����RU�����

Several regional newspapers report two marriages for 
6LPPV��RQH�LQ������WR�-XOLD�&RXOVRQ�RI�.HQQHWW�6TXDUH��
DQG�WKH�VHFRQG�WR�6DUDK�$QQ�7KRPDV�RI�2[IRUG�LQ�������
He was a widower at the time of his death. Simms worked 
IRU�IDUPHU�-RKQ�+RRSHV�RI�(DVW�1RWWLQJKDP�7RZQVKLS�
GXULQJ�WKH�����V�DQG�OLYHG�LQ�D�KRXVH�LQ�1RUWKEURRN�IRU�D�
time. He did odd jobs around the community and appeared 
WR�EH�KDUG\�LQWR�KLV���V��$V�ODWH�DV�������ZKHQ�KH�ZDV�����
D�)HE�����������3KLODGHOSKLD�/HGJHU�DUWLFOH�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�
he still cut corn for local farmers and chopped his own 
ÀUHZRRG��

:KLOH�ZH�NQRZ�VRPH�GHWDLOV�RI�6LPP·V�OLIH��KLV�
UHVWLQJ�SODFH�LQ�GHDWK�LV�XQFOHDU��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�D�-DQXDU\����������3KLOD-
delphia Ledger article and an article in the Coatesville Record the same 
day, Simms “died this week and was buried yesterday… He was buried 
LQ�SRWWHU·V�ÀHOG�RI�WKH�&KHVWHU�&RXQW\�+RPH�IRU�WKH�3RRU�DW�(PEUHHYLOOHµ��
which became the Embreeville State Hospital. However, a Daily Local 
1HZV�DUWLFOH�WKDW�VDPH�GD\�LQ�������DQG�DQ�2[IRUG�3UHVV�DUWLFOH�-DQ������
VWDWHV�6LPPV�ZDV�EXULHG�LQ�%UDGIRUG�&HPHWHU\�LQ�0DUVKDOOWRQ���7KDW�
SRWWHU·V�ÀHOG��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�$V\OXP�3URMHFWV��KWWS���ZZZ�DV\OXPSURMHFWV�RUJ��
keyword Embreeville State Hospital), is now part of the Cheslen Preserve 
outside the now-closed Embreeville State Hospital grounds. A sign at the 
ÀHOG�HQFRPSDVVLQJ�DOO�WKRVH�EXULHG�LQ�WKH�FHPHWHU\�ZKLFK�KDV�����UHPDLQ-
ing stone grave markers, states “Known but to God, respected by us.”) 
The Coatesville Record article stated: “News of Sims [sic] demise did not 
become generally known and when no person claimed the body it was con-
signed to the Potters Field…. His wife died a few years ago, leaving him 
alone.”

6R�ZKHUH�LV�6LPPV�EXULHG"�,Q�������WKH�0DUVKDOOWRQ�%R\�6FRXW�7URRS�
#52 believed Simms was buried at Bradford Cemetery off Northbrook 
5RDG��ULJKW�DURXQG�WKH�FRUQHU�IURP�0DUVKDOOWRQ�9LOODJH��DQG�ZRUNHG�WR�
have a monument placed on his grave. That marker states “Nathan Simms, 
�����������7KH�VODYH�ER\�ZKR�KHOSHG�%RRWK�HVFDSH�WKH�QLJKW�RI�/LQFROQ·V�
assassination but told the Union soldiers the next day the direction Booth 
WRRN��WKXV�DLGLQJ�LQ�KLV�FDSWXUH�µ�$GGLWLRQDOO\��LQ������WKH�0LOLWDU\�2UGHU�
of the Loyal Legion of the United States, a Philadelphia-based group made 
up of descendants of Civil War soldiers, laid a wreath on Simms grave say-
LQJ�WKH�JURXS�SODQQHG�WR�PDUN�WKH�JUDYH�HDFK�$SULO����LQ�\HDUV�WR�FRPH��

The grave marker is located in the far southeast corner of Bradford 
&HPHWHU\�DW�WKH�WUHH�OLQH�DW�����������·�1������������·:�

Fact, Fiction or a Bit of Both
Marshallton resiDent nathan siMMs, burieD at braDforD CeMetery, 

holDs a PlaCe in the linColn assassination legenD

By Gail O. Guterl


