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What if…  

McKinley hadn’t 

given away his 

boutonniere? 
 

He considered the 

red carnation (left 

on Scott #1987, 

shown at 146%), the 

state flower of his 

Ohio home, lucky, 

and he wore one 

when he visited the 

Expo. But, on that 

September day, he 

gave it to a young 

girl who admired 

it. A fatal mistake, 

perhaps? 

William McKinley (shown left on Scott #829) was the 25th President of the United States. He was shot by anarchist Leon Colgosz while greeting constituents at the Temple of  

Music on the grounds of the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, NY on September 6, 1901. McKinley was rushed to the Expo hospital where he underwent surgery. He died 

eight days later and Vice President Theodore Roosevelt was sworn in in Buffalo. Here is the tale of McKinley’s assassination  through a series of provocative “what ifs.”  

What if... Edison’s x-ray 

machine was used?        

(200th Ann. of Edison’s lightbulb 

is celebrated in Nicaragua Scott 

#1031, left, shown at 150%) 

 

Many of Edison’s inventions 

were onsite, including electric 

lightbulbs and an x-ray  

machine. Thousands of bulbs 

adorned the outside of the 

Expo, but few were in the 

hospital. Doctors rigged one 

lightbulb to focus on the  

incision, but it was hard to 

see. They also chose not to 

use the x-ray machine to look 

for the bullet. Instead, an arm 

was stuck into the body cavity 

and organs were lifted/moved 

to search. Could less “man-

handling” have saved his life? 

1 

What if… Mrs. McKinley hadn’t fallen ill? 

The McKinleys were on the train to San Fransisco in spring 1901 when Ida 

took sick in NM. Papers reported her to be near death by the time they 

reached CA. She improved enough for the president to christen the battleship 

Ohio, but they went straight home afterward, rather than to Buffalo for the 

Expo. Had McKinley spoken in May as scheduled, he wouldn’t have been 

shot. After all, Czolgosz hadn’t been exposed to the radical ideas that inspired 

his crime until May 5! (Below is a photo of McKinley on the Presidential Train in 

1901, taken from USPS 1982 Spirit of America Stamp Collecting Kit.) 
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What if… 

McKinley had 

not been shot? 

Mount Rushmore 

(at right, Scott 

#1011, shown at 

160%) could look 

different. Would 

TR have been 

elected president 

if McKinley had 

finished his term? 
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What if… antibiotics had been available? 
 

It wasn’t until 1928 that Alexander Fleming 

noticed growth of a mold on a culture dish of 

bacteria that prevented the bacteria from 

growing (Left, shown on the FDC with Great 

Brittain Scott # 519). By the next year he 

named the chemical made by the mold  

penicillin. Remarkably, it took until 1945 for 

penicillin to be mass produced and distributed 

as a stable antibiotic. If earlier bacteriologists 

had followed up on observations like Fleming 

later did, antibiotics might have killed the  

infection and saved McKinley’s life.  

What if… the doctors had waited for Roswell Park? 
 

Prominent local physician Dr. Roswell Park was Medical Director for the Expo. He 

set up its hospital to function like a modern day urgent-care and located it near the 

fairground’s exit for easy transport to area hospitals. But he was in Niagara Falls 

performing surgery when McKinley was shot. A train was sent for him, but the 

doctors gathered at the Expo Hospital decided to proceed immediately.  

Gynecologist Matthew Mann was chosen head surgeon. Mann accepted the “germ 

theory of disease,” including the work of German bacteriologist Robert Koch, that 

identified species that caused specific diseases like tuberculosis (shown top left, on 

French Polynesia Scott # C191 at 143%). They disinfected their hands and the few  

surgical tools, a part of antiseptic surgery practice developed by scientists like  

Octave Terrillon, to prevent spread of dangerous microbes (shown bottom left, on 

France Scott # 823 at 170%). However, things like clothes and the surgery room  

environment were not sterile, and the prolonged time spent working on McKinley 

with his internal organs exposed could have led to secondary infection. Since Dr. 

Park was known to believe strongly in sterilization and was an early adopter of 

germ theory, would he have insisted the president be moved to Buffalo General or 

taken more precautions on-site?  

5 What if… there was a conspiracy? 

After surgery, McKinley seemed to be improving, only 

to take a turn and die days later. People accused Mann 

of botching the surgery, and some in the media spread a 

conspiracy theory that the bullets had been dipped in 

poison or a deadly bacteria. Dr. Herman Matzinger  

performed an autopsy to investigate these claims, even 

taking samples from McKinley’s wound to inoculate 

into a dog and rabbits (shown above left in Scott # 5539) to 

see if they would survive. While this was an accepted 

technique to look for bacteria, it’s unclear why he 

thought any poison would still be around to transfer. 

Today we understand that the passage of any bullet 

through the stomach could carry internal bacteria where 

they should not be, but since this wasn’t common 

knowledge in 1901 they turned to odd “what-ifs.” 
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