
Eli DeVoe 

(1809 – 1874) 
 

Eli was born in a log cabin on the 
northwest side of Homer, in 1809, to 
John and Helena Godwin DeVoe. Today, 
the New York State historical marker 
(shown here) is on the DeVoe birth site, 
near the Atwater Cemetery on Route 41.1 

In early 1861, Eli was working as a 
detective in New York City. He and a 
partner, Tom Sampson, were given the 

assignment to look into potential plots against President-elect Abraham Lincoln, 
who was traveling to Washington, D.C. via a circuitous route as a “victory proces- 
sional”. They infiltrated a paramilitary secessionist group called the “Southern 
Volunteers” in Baltimore, Maryland2 and “learned the cell planned to detonate an 
explosion on February 23, 1861, on the Gunpowder River Bridge and, during the 
impending confusion, to kill Lincoln.”3 DeVoe and Sampson were not fully 
accepted by the group and a letter mailed from New York City by Mrs. DeVoe 
further raised suspicions that DeVoe and Sampson were not southern business- 
men as they claimed. They made a couple of close escapes and were able to 
report what they had found. 

“In response to rampant rumors that an attack would be made upon Lincoln along 
the published route to Washington, detective Allen Pinkerton made investigations 
in Baltimore, Maryland, a veritable caldron seething with anti-Lincoln sentiments.  
Because two sources, Pinkerton and DeVoe, independently corroborated the 
reported assassination plot, Lincoln wisely agreed to participate in a plan to 
thwart it. Escorted by Pinkerton, the President-Elect took another train into 
Washington. He sneaked into the city, while Mary Todd Lincoln and the three 
Lincoln boys were escorted through Baltimore on the special train without 
mishap.”4 

DeVoe entered the government's service and served through the Civil War. In 
1865, DeVoe participated in arresting two of the conspirators, Mary Surratt and 
Lewis Paine Powell, of the successful plot to assassinate President Lincoln and the 
unsuccessful attempt made on the life of Secretary of State William H. Seward, a 
native of Auburn, NY.5 



“DeVoe's work was in the shadowy world of secrets and covert operations. 
Hence, little was known about him, until after his death in 1874, when an article 
was published describing his role in thwarting the plot to kill Lincoln. DeVoe was 
the stereotypical "unsung hero," working quietly and professionally behind the 
scenes and at great personal risk. This courageous son of Homer deserves 
recognition as one of those indispensable "dots" connected to Lincoln.”6 

Editor notes: while one picture, purportedly of Eli DeVoe, can be found searching 
the web, we’ve chosen not to include it, since there’s some doubt it’s actually 
him. The current “United States Secret Service” was founded after the Civil War to 
deal counterfeit currency.  It did not pick up the Presidential Protection mission 
until 1867.7 During the Civil War, Lincoln often traveled with no security and the 
White House had little protection. At various times, the President was escorted by 
members of the War Department, the Washington, D.C. Metropolitan Police or 
personnel under the supervision of U.S. Marshall Ward Lamon.8 
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