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By Elyse Moody

A walk east under the Friendship Arch at 7th and H streets NW today leads visitors into the heart of D.C.'s Chinatown,

where AT&T and Washington Sports Club billboards translate special offers into Mandarin and high-end pizza and fast

food joints vie with Tony Cheng’s and New Big Wong for tourist dollars. But in the late 19th century, trees and

comfortable townhouses lined streets in the 7th Street corridor, a quiet neighborhood where patent clerks, congressmen

and other transient government employees stuck out the capital city's bitterly cold winters and mosquito-plagued

summers. Today, one of these townhouses bears a brass plaque that belies its past—and its important place D.C. history.

The white, green-shuttered townhouse at 604 H St. NW that now houses Wok N Roll, a

restaurant with standard-fare sushi and a $6.50 General Tso's lunch special, has a secret. In

1864, it incubated a plan that hatched into one of America's greatest tragedies: the murder

of President Abraham Lincoln and the first federal execution of a woman, its proprietress

Mary Surratt, who hanged at Fort McNair with three other conspirators for the role she and

her boardinghouse played in the assassination.

Today, Surratt's tale will hit the big screen in “The Conspirator,” a Robert Redford-

produced dramatization of her life in the Washington boardinghouse just a few blocks north of Ford's Theater, where

her son met with John Wilkes Booth and others to plot against Lincoln. The movie likely will embellish history, but the

truth of what transpired at that address is dramatic enough on its own.

Surratt took up residence in the Washington townhouse (then numbered 541 H St. NW) with her son John Jr. and
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daughter Anne in the autumn of 1864 after her husband John died. They had run a boardinghouse in Surrattsville (now

Clinton, Md.), but debts forced her to rent the Surrattsville house, which now is a museum, and move to the family's

Washington property to bring in money from boarders.

The townhouse is designed in the simple, Federal style: two-and-a-half stories with dormer windows in the attic, 10

rooms and a street-level English basement. At that time, the English basement entrance opened into the kitchen and

dining area. A flight of stairs along the front of the house led to the main entrance, where the parlor and bedrooms

(occupied by Surratt) were located. Two more bedrooms would have occupied what today looks like the third floor.

Though no record of rent collected from the Washington boardinghouse survives, we know that Mary Apollonia Dean (a

10-year-old relative of Surratt) stayed there regularly, as well as two to four boarders who paid about $25 a week,

according to Joan Chaconas, a history specialist at the Surratt House Museum. We know this because of a November 30,

1864, advertisement Surratt placed in “The Evening Star” offering boarders furnished rooms in a "pleasant locality" for

"moderate terms."

When Surratt's son stayed with her on H Street NW, he brought visitors: Chaconas says John Jr., a Confederate agent,

flattered his mother by introducing her to the famous actor John Wilkes Booth. After that, Booth visited the

boardinghouse alone on numerous occasions—sometimes  as frequently as six times a day.

"What in the world were they talking about?" Chaconas says, picturing the 42-year-old strict Catholic widow known

more for her practicality than her sweetness and the charming Booth. "What could they possibly have in common?"

Perhaps Redford's movie will answer some of those questions, but history has not.

The boardinghouse definitely served as a major backdrop for the Lincoln conspiracy, but Surratt's role is unclear. "The

bad guys met at the downtown boardinghouse to do some planning," Chaconas says. "But Surratt may not have known

what they were meeting about."

While most historians paint Surratt as either 100% innocent or 100% guilty, Chaconas feels that Surratt likely knew

about the plot but did not realize its extent. Like most Washingtonians, Surratt was very Southern in her beliefs. And

with her son serving the Confederacy, "I don't imagine she was too enamored of Lincoln," Chaconas says. But it's likely

that Surratt may have believed the conspirators intended to kidnap Lincoln and ransom him in exchange for Southern

prisoners of war—not kill him.

Since Surratt's death, the townhouse has transitioned with its surroundings, morphing from a private residence into a

Chinatown place of business. Early on, Chinatown occupied an area south and east of its current location, closer to the

Capitol building between 1st and 3rd streets on Pennsylvania Avenue NW. But during the 1930s, heavy renovations

around the Capitol uprooted Chinatown and resettled it in its current location.

The first owner after Surratt was John C. McKelden, who bought the townhouse at auction for $4,000. Sometime in the

early 20th century, it housed the Piccadilly Bottling Company, Chaconas says. With the Chinatown relocation, it became

the Suey Sang Lang grocery store, a gathering place for older Chinese men where Chaconas recalls taking tour groups to

buy almond cookies. After the grocery closed, plans for a restaurant saw the townhouse's first and second floors gutted.

The second restaurant to inhabit the space, the Chinatown location of Wok N Roll, occupies it today (it has a sister

location in Adams Morgan).

The house has seen two raids by district police: the one that saw Surratt arrested in the wee hours of April 15, 1865, and

a second in 1978, when police broke up a gambling ring. In September 1978, three pled guilty to gambling at the house.

But the police haven't been the only unsettling presence at 604 H Street NW. It is said that the owners who bought the

property from the Surratts at auction sold it at a loss very quickly, perhaps because the family encountered Mrs.

Surratt's ghost walking around at night. Other accounts conjure the ghosts of Surratt in her execution robes and her

daughter Anne, and still more recount strange bundles of papers penned by Surratt turning up under loose floorboards.

But not all occupants experienced inklings of the paranormal. According to grocery owner Ng Hop, talking to a reporter
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in the 1960s, the only thing keeping away boarders was the high rent.
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