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The debate would rage on for a number of years, including over a second 
license granted by the FPC in 1970. In the face of a proliferation of environ-
mental lawsuits up and down the Hudson River Valley by a growing number 
of environmental organizations, especially over the 1972 Clean Water Act–
related issues, as well as the fishery, Con Ed, which was also facing serious 
financial difficulties, finally dropped its plans for Storm King. Although by 
then Storm King had effectively become but a bargaining chip in a larger 
debate over EPA-mandated cooling towers and water discharges from its 
Indian Point nuclear plant, Con Ed did not officially surrender its license 
until 1980. Russell Train, a former head of the EPA, served as mediator and 
believed that the ultimate settlement demonstrated that “environmental and 
energy needs can effectively be balanced” (184), an assessment with which 
Lifset agrees.

Lifset’s epilogue outlines the legacies of Storm King in terms of environ-
mentalism, energy provision, and Hudson River Valley life, all of which are 
in a healthier balance as a result of the controversy. In his view, the most 
important political legacy was the redefinition of legal standing in matters 
of environmental law, which helped democratize land-use decisions. At the 
same time he recognizes we must pay closer “attention to how we produce 
and consume energy” (206). For environmental historians seeking to under-
stand Storm King as an essential turning point, or for citizens and politicians 
seeking tools for current decision making, Power on the Hudson is highly 
recommended reading.

stephen cutcliffe
Lehigh University

Terry Alford. Fortune’s Fool: The Life of John Wilkes Booth (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). Pp. 454. Illustrations, notes, index. Cloth, $29.95.

Terry Alford considers John Wilkes Booth as “one of the most remarkable 
personalities of his era” (6). Consequently, Fortune’s Fool presents an always 
interesting but often contradictory Booth, part affable gentleman and part 
moody murderer.

Accordingly, the book has several components. One segment describes 
Booth’s theatrical career, another tracks his politics and path to the balcony 
in Ford’s Theater, and the final page-turning portion recounts Booth’s frantic 
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escape into southern Maryland and death in a northern Virginia tobacco 
barn. To put this story together, Alford draws heavily on the memories of 
Booth’s friends and acquaintances, sometimes recalled years after the events.

To be sure, Booth could be winsome. The most frequent comment about 
him was his extraordinary good looks. He never lacked for female companion-
ship. He was also genial, hard-working, down-to-earth, and a good colleague.  
In public he was quiet, perhaps reserved, but with a healthy sense of humor. 
His five-foot-eight height was average, but he exercised regularly and was very 
athletic. Alford says that as an actor Booth was “kissed by genius” (157).

Yet Alford describes a darker side to the presidential assassin. Booth was 
“sinister” (6), “moody and erratic” (98), and closed-minded. Once a tem-
perance man, by the end of the Civil War he drank heavily, though never 
becoming drunk. He brooded; the imprisonment of Baltimore police chief 
George P. Kane left him fuming for months. He was temperamental. When 
his brother-in-law insulted Jefferson Davis, Booth grabbed him by the throat 
and swung him side to side. Then, as self-control gradually returned, Booth 
threw his victim back into a chair and, standing over the panting man, 
warned him to “never, if you value your life, speak in that way” again (137).

Appropriate for a conflicted personality, Booth’s acting career was mete-
oric. He quickly became a national figure in the theater, a situation that 
lasted for three years and earned him a fortune. Then the phenom lost his 
voice, his career, and his money to chronic throat disease.

No surprise that a book about a remarkable personality is filled with 
remarkable detail. Several examples are as follows:

Although Booth’s conspiracy team has often been lampooned as a team 
of buffoons, Alford points out that David Herold was quick-thinking, loyal, 
and intelligent, and that Louis Powell saw action in the war, played chess, 
and read medical books.

Boston Corbett, the famed sergeant who shot Booth, was highly religious. 
After the dragnet trapped Booth in the barn, Corbett pestered his superiors 
for permission to enter the building and confront Booth mano et mano. 
Denied, Corbett then shot Booth after soldiers set the barn afire. Inspecting 
his handiwork—a spine-severing, mortal wound to the neck—Corbett 
exclaimed, “What a God we serve!” (313).

Booth attended Abraham Lincoln’s second inauguration. A well-known 
photograph places him on the Capitol portico as Lincoln pleaded for “malice 
toward none,” but Alford adds that Booth attempted to jump the police line 
inside the Rotunda and join the dignitaries as they processed to the portico 
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and the ceremonies. Booth was just a few feet from the president, but a brief 
scuffle with police sent him back into the crowd. Whether Booth would 
have attempted assassination at this very dramatic moment is pure conjecture 
because he always intended to survive his crime, but he was also impulsive and 
the police who dealt with him were convinced that he “meant mischief” (226).

Alford wisely steers clear of definitively identifying Booth’s motives. To 
be sure, Booth was a white supremacist and a Confederate sympathizer 
marooned in the North, which grated on him. Moreover, a promise to his 
mother not to enlist weighed heavily, and as the war turned desperate for the 
South, Booth felt guilty for his avoidance of military service. Alford thinks 
that a decisive moment came as Booth stood with a large crowd outside the 
White House on April 11, 1865, and listened to Lincoln endorse enfranchise-
ment for black veterans. This, Alford surmises, “snapped the last line holding 
Booth to the ground” (257) and from that moment the unemployed actor 
was determined to kill the Great Emancipator.

Alford also skillfully addresses the age-old question of conspiracy. On one 
hand, Booth’s ring clearly extended to Confederate sympathizers in southern 
Maryland. As he spun his plot, which originally was a kidnapping scheme, 
Booth visited this area, where he met numerous underground Confederates 
ready to assist.

More debatable is Booth’s contact with the Confederate government. Not 
a shred of evidence places Booth in contact with Confederate authorities in 
Richmond, but more suspect was an October 1864 trip to Montreal, where 
Booth consorted with the Confederate agents, sympathizers, refugees, and 
spies. All he said was that this jaunt was “a little business” (189), but Booth 
met often with Confederate agent George N. Sanders, who told an English 
journal that he was “plotting atrocities which would make the world shud-
der” (187). No record exists of Booth’s conversations with Sanders. Alford 
does not believe that Booth spoke with the chief Confederate in Canada, 
Jacob Thompson, who reportedly controlled a million-dollar treasure chest 
to further the Southern cause. Nobody observed the two together, and six 
weeks after the assassination Thompson asserted that he had never met or 
corresponded with Booth or any of the other conspirators. (Alford might 
have added that at this point what else could Thompson have said?) This 
reviewer is deeply suspicious of Booth’s visit to Canada—he was not there 
to polish his French—but Alford has little hard evidence to support involve-
ment by Canadian Confederates.
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In sum, Fortune’s Fool is a very readable, well-researched, balanced biog-
raphy of a complicated person. Alford’s 340 pages of text are probably too 
much for most undergrads, despite his readability, but his work is prime fod-
der for lectures and should be read by scholars of the period and those simply 
looking for an excellent book.

steve longenecker
Bridgewater College, Virginia

Dominick Mazzagetti. Charles Lee: Self Before Country (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 2013). Rivergate Regionals. Pp. 304. Notes, bibliog-
raphy, index. Cloth, $32.95.

Educated at both Rutgers and Cornell, Mazzagetti is a retired attorney and 
banker who now lectures and writes about local New Jersey history, and 
more broadly on the American Revolution and Civil War. In this volume he 
investigates enigmatic and controversial Revolutionary War general Charles 
Lee, with a critical eye toward modern biographer apologists.

Born in 1732 in the English county of Cheshire, which the author twice 
mistakenly refers to as in Wales (16, 26), Lee was the son of a British army 
officer who followed in his father’s footsteps. Educated on the Continent, 
where he picked up a knack for languages and a taste for democratic political 
philosophy, Lee saw active military service, including French and Indian War 
(Seven Years’ War in Europe) campaigns such as Braddock’s March (1755), 
Fort Ticonderoga (1758), and Portugal (1762). After the war he was put on 
half-pay as a major (later lieutenant colonel) in the British army with little 
prospects for an active commission.

By this time he was an ambitious egoist who was also an accomplished let-
ter writer and polemicist with a “blistering pen” (27). His political opinions 
made few friends so he left for Poland in 1765 where he was aide-de-camp to 
King Stanislaus II. He made several return trips to England, the longest being 
in 1766–68 after the death of his mother. His growing estrangement from 
the British establishment has induced some to claim he was the author of 
the mysterious and radical Whig “Junius” letters, but this is unlikely, though 
he had earlier stated America was the “one Asylum” on Earth for the rights 
of man (41).




