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THE CONKLING LETTER

The correspondence of Abraham Lincoln more nearly
;fpmh“ the status of fine literature than the writin

any other Chief Execative of the Nation. Among
outstanding letters which he wrote was an open message
to a group of Union men about to assemble in convention
in Springtield, [llinois, the home eity of Lincoln. It was
add to Hon. James C, , but was intended
for all the members of that up who called themselves
“Unconditionnl Union Men." Lack of space prevents
m more than a few timely paragraphs of the

r in this issue of Lincoln Lore.
Executive Mansion,
Washington, Aogust 26, 1863.
Hon. James C, Conkling.

My dear Sir: Your letter inviting me to attend a
mass-meeting of unconditional Union men, to be held
at the capital of Illinois on the 3d day of September,
has been recolved, It would be very agreeable to me
to thus meet my old friends at my own home, but 1
eannot just now be absent from here so long as a visit
there would require,

The meeting Is to be of all those who maintain uneon-
ditional devotion to the Union; and I am sure my old
politieal friends will thank me for tendering, as I do,
the nation's gratitude to those other noble men whom
no rrﬂnn malice or partisan hope can make false
to the nation's life.

There are those who are dissatisfied with me. To such
I would say: You desire peace, and you blame me that
we do not have it. But how can we attain it? There are
but three conceivable 'ﬁl First, to suppress the rebel-
lion by foree of arms. I mngmes-trymh do. Are you
for it? If you are, so far we are If you are not
for it, a second way is to give up the Union. I am against
thie. Are you for it? If you are, you should say so
plainly. If you are not for force, nor yet for dissclution,
there only remains some imaginable compromise. 1 do
not believe any compromise embracing the maintenance
of the Union is now possible. All I learn leads to a
directly opposite belief. The strength of the rebellion is
its military, Iilt!thnmr' l Th?:hj arﬂ'iny d'}minﬁ' :llfl th:
country and a ¢ people within e, y offer o
terms made by any man or men mh: that range,
in opposition to that army, is simply nothing for the
present, because such man or men have no power what-
ever to enforce their side of a compromise, if one weore
made with them. . ..

Now, allow me to assure you that no word or intima-
tion from that rebel army, or from any of the men con-
trolling it, in relation to any peace compromise, has ever
come to my knowledge or belief. All charges and insinua-

are deceptive and 58,
And 1 promise you t if any such pmpumnd;hlll
herenfter come, it shall not be rejected and kept a secret

from you. 1 freely acknowledge myself the servant of
the people, according to the bond of service—the United
States Eomtltutlun—nt& that, as such, I am responsible
to them,

But to be plain, You are dissatisfied with me about
the negro. Quite likely there is a difference of opinion
between you and myself upon that subject. I certainly

wish that all men could be free, while you do
not. Yet, I have neither ldwluf nor mmr mean-

ure which is not consistent with even your view, provided
you are for the Union. I suggested compensated emanci-
pation, to which you replied you wished not to be taxed
to buy negroes. But I had not asked you to be taxed to
buy negroes, except in such way as to save you from
greater taxation to save the Union exclusively by other
means,

pation proclamation,

would have it retracted. You say it is unconstitutional.
I think differently. T think the Constitution invests its
commander-in-chief with the law of war in time of war.
The most that can be said—if so much—is that slaves are
property. Is there—has there ever ¥y question
that by the law of war, property, both of enemies and
friends, may be taken when needed? And is it not needed
whenever taking it helps us, or hurts the enemy? Armies,
the world over, destroy enemies’ property when they can-
not use it; and even destroy their own to keep it from
the enemy. Civilized belligerents do all in their power
to help themselves or hurt the enemy, except a few
things regarded as barbarous or eruel. Among the ex-
ceptions are the massacre of vanquished foes and non-
ecombatants, male and female. . . .

You say you will not fight to free negroes. Some of
them seem wil to fight for you; but no matter, Fight
you, then, exclusively, to save the Union. 1 issued the

roclamation on p to aid you in saving the Union.

ever you shall have conquered all resistance to the
Union, if 1 shall urge you to continue fighting, it will
be an apt time then for you to declare you will not fight
to free negroes,

I thought that in your struggle for the Union, to
whatever extent the negroes should cease helping the
enemy, to that extent it weakened the ememy in his
resistance to you. Do you think differently? I thought
that whatever negroes can be got to do as soldiers,
leaves just so much less for white soldiers to do in saving
the Union. Does it appear otherwise to you? But negroes,
like other people, act upon motives, ¥ should they do
anything for us if we will do nothing for them? If they
stake their lives for us they must be prompted by the
strongest motive, even the promise of freedom, and the
promise being made, must be kept. . . .

Pamdnum:n:‘pmmdiluntu t did. it
will come soon, and come to stay; and so come as to be

worth the keeping in all future time. It will then have
been proved that among free

Still, let us not be over-sanguine of a speedy final
triumph. Let us be quite sober, Let us diligently apply
thumml,mmdauhrﬁnxthlt&dlult God, in His own
good time, will give us the righ result.

Yours very truly,
A. Lincoln,



