
The Coast Star (5/31/2012): St. Rose eighth-
graders put Mary Surratt on trial 

Mary Surratt was one of the conspirators in the Lincoln 
assassination 

 

St. Rose eighth-graders Andrew Comer [left], 14, and Mark Gerun, 14, participated in St. Rose Grammar School’s 
mock trial. Photo by HALEY BEHRE, STAR NEWS GROUP 

By Haley Behre 

BELMAR — April 14, 1865, will always be remembered as the day former President Abraham 
Lincoln was assassinated at Ford’s Theater by John Wilkes Booth. 

Everyone knows Mr. Booth’s involvement in the assassination, but what is still unclear is the extent 
of Mary Surratt’s involvement. 

On May 24, eighth-grade students from St. Rose Grammar School attempted to unravel the mystery 
in the United States vs. Mary Surratt case and determine the extent to which Mrs. Surratt was 
involved in the assassination.  

The mock trial, which took place at the Belmar Courthouse, is an activity eighth-grade social 
studies teacher Sean McDonald has directed six times before. The activity derives from the class’ 
study of the United States Constitution, the Civil War and discussion of President Lincoln’s 
assassination. 

Mrs. Surratt, who owned a boarding house Mr. Booth frequented, knew those who conspired to 
assassinate President Lincoln, Vice President Andrew Johnson and Secretary of State William H. 
Seward. This information is known — however, what is not known is the extent of her involvement. 



According to Mr. McDonald, he chose this case for this year’s trial because of the controversy 
surrounding the case, as well as the minimal evidence presented during the proceedings. 

“Without question, Surratt did not receive a fair trial. In the military court in which she was tried, 
she was not allowed to testify on her own behalf. She was also only given a few days between the 
time of her arrest and the trial,” he said. 

Additionally, Mr. McDonald said, “minimal evidence of her involvement was provided at the 
proceedings, much of which is circumstantial.” 

Ms. Surratt was arrested and stood trial before a military court, where she was convicted and 
sentenced to hang. She was hanged on July 7, 1865. She stood trial before a military court because 
the country was under martial law during that time, which meant Mrs. Surratt was not able to testify 
on her own behalf.  

In order to prepare for the mock trial, the students conducted extensive research on the trial, the 
people they would be emulating and facts surrounding the case for four weeks, Mr. McDonald said. 

The extensive research and preparation led up to the mock trial on May 24, when the prosecution 
and defense lawyers examined their witnesses and cross-examined the other sides’ witnesses, too. 

“The cross-examination is always a surprise,” Mr. McDonald said, noting the prosecution and 
defense lawyers were able to work with their prospective witnesses, preparing questions and 
answers. However, the cross-examination is unscripted. 

All facts presented during the mock trial were as accurate as the students understood it. The only 
inaccuracy was the mock trial represented a civil proceeding, instead of a military court, which 
allowed Mrs. Surratt to testify on her own behalf. 

The mock trial consisted of two trials, representing the two eighth-grade social studies classes Mr. 
McDonald teaches. Each trial heard the same case. 

In the first trial, defense lawyers Anna Bilotta, Ireland Gentile and Olivia Sharpe chose George 
Cottingham [Jeff Mahon], who was the military detective who arrested John Lloyd, Anna Surratt 
[Jack Pelech], Mrs. Surratt’s daughter, and Mrs. Surratt [Lily Murray] as their witnesses. 
Prosecution lawyers Aine Donohue, Maddie Reilly and Emma Gulbin chose John Lloyd [Cameron 
Vuono], who leased a tavern Mrs. Surratt owned called Surrattsville, William H. Seward [Martin 
Comer], and Louis Weichmann [Dylon O’Donnell], who was a college friend of Mrs. Surratt’s son, 
John Surratt Jr., and lived in Mrs. Suratt’s boarding house. 

In the second trial, defense lawyers Andrew Comer, Jason Heinzeroth and Samantha Shultz chose 
Lewis Powell [Adam Ruggeriero], who attempted to assassinate Secretary of State Seward, Anna 
Surratt [Chris Ciavatta] and Mrs. Surratt [Britney Buechele] as their witnesses. Prosecution lawyers 
Erin Pracher, Ethan Scannell and Erin Flynn chose Captain William Wermerskirch [Christine 
Kelly], who arrested Mrs. Surratt on April 17, 1865, Mr. Weichmann [Brian Lafferty] and Mr. 
Lloyd [Mark Gerun] as their witnesses. 



The jurors in each trial deliberated and reached a different verdict. The first trial unanimously 
reached a not guilty verdict, while the second trial unanimously reached a guilty verdict. 

“This happens sometimes — two different verdicts — because two different cases are put before 
[the jurors],” Mr. McDonald said. 

Erin Flynn, 14, of Wall, who was a prosecution lawyer during the second trial, said the mock trial 
was “really fun” and she learned a lot about the United States justice system and President Lincoln. 

Andrew, 14, of Farmingdale, agreed. 

He added the trial “is important because [Mrs. Surratt] did not get a fair trial and we needed to go 
over it again and correct wrongs committed,” Andrew said. 

Mr. McDonald said he was very proud of his class. 

“It went extraordinarily. They worked hard and although they were nervous, they performed well,” 
he said. 

	  


