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Washington, July 18, 1864. 

To Whom it may concern: 

Any proposition which embraces the restoration of peace, the integrity of the whole Union, and the 
abandonment of slavery, and which comes by and with an authority that can control the armies now 
at war against the United States will be received and considered by the Executive government of the 
United States, and will be met by liberal terms on other substantial and collateral points; and the 
bearer, or bearers thereof shall have safe-conduct both ways. 

Abraham Lincoln 
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Abraham Lincoln to Charles D. Robinson, 17 August 1864 

Hon. Charles D. Robinson Executive Mansion, 
My dear Sir: Washington, August 17, 1864. 

Your letter of the 7th. was placed in my hand yesterday by Gov. Randall. 

To me it seems plain that saying re-union and abandonment of slavery would be considered, if 
offered, is not saying that nothing else or less would be considered, if offered. But I will not stand 
upon the mere construction of language. It is true, as you remind me, that in the Greeley letter of 
1862, I said: “If I could save the Union without freeing any slaves I would do it; and if I could save 
it by freeing all the slaves I would do it; and if I could save it by freeing some, and leaving others 
alone I would also do that.” I continued in the same letter as follows: “What I do about slavery and 
the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and what I forbear I forbear 
because I do not believe it would help to save the Union. I shall do less whenever I shall believe 
what I am doing hurts the cause; and I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing more will help 
the cause.”  

All this I said in the utmost sincerety; and I am as true to the whole of it now, as when I first said it. 
When I afterwards proclaimed emancipation, and employed colored soldiers, I only followed the 
declaration just quoted from the Greeley letter that “I shall do more whenever I shall believe doing 
more will help the cause.” The way these measures were to help the cause, was not to be by magic, 
or miracles, but by inducing the colored people to come bodily over from the rebel side to ours.  

On this point, nearly a year ago, in a letter to Mr. Conkling, made public at once, I wrote as follows: 
“But negroes, like other people, act upon motives. Why 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.” I am sure you will not, 
on due reflection, say that the promise being made, must be broken at the first opportunity. I am 
sure you would not desire me to say, or to leave an inference, that I am ready, whenever convenient, 
to join in re-enslaving those who shall have served us in consideration of our promise. As matter of 
morals, could such treachery by any possibility, escape the curses of Heaven, or of any good man?  

As matter of policy, to announce such a purpose, would ruin the Union cause itself. All recruiting of 
colored men would instantly cease, and all colored men now in our service, would instantly desert 
us. And rightfully too. Why should they give their lives for us, with full notice of our purpose to 
betray them? Drive back to the support of the rebellion the physical force which the colored people 
now give, and promise us, and neither the present, nor any coming administration, can save the 
Union. Take from us, and give to the enemy, the hundred and thirty, forty, or fifty thousand colored 
persons now serving us as soldiers, seamen, and laborers, and we can not longer maintain the 
contest. The party who could elect a President on a War & Slavery Restoration platform, would, of 
necessity, lose the colored force; and that force being lost, would be as powerless to save the Union 
as to do any other impossible thing.  

It is not a question of sentiment or taste, but one of physical force, which may be measured, and 
estimated as horsepower, and steam power, are measured and estimated. And by measurement, it is 
more than we can lose, and live. Nor can we, by discarding it, get a white force in place of it. There 
is a witness in every white mans bosom that he would rather go to the war having the negro to help 



Abraham Lincoln to Charles D. Robinson, 17 August 1864 

him, than to help the enemy against him. It is not the giving of one class for another. It is simply 
giving a large force to the enemy, for nothing in return. 

In addition to what I have said, allow me to remind you that no one, having control of the rebel 
armies, or, in fact, having any influence whatever in the rebellion, has offered, or intimated a 
willingness to, a restoration of the Union, in any event, or on any condition whatever. Let it be 
constantly borne in mind that no such offer has been made or intimated. Shall we be weak enough 
to allow the enemy to distract us with an abstract question which he himself refuses to present as a 
practical one? In the Conkling letter before mentioned, I said: “Whenever you shall have conquered 
all resistance to the Union, if I shall urge you to continue fighting, it will be an apt time then to 
declare that you will not fight to free negroes.” 

I repeat this now. If Jefferson Davis wishes, for himself, or for the benefit of his friends at the 
North, to know what I would do if he were to offer peace and re-union, saying nothing about 
slavery, let him try me. 

 



Henry J. Raymond to Abraham Lincoln, August 22, 1864 

 

My Dear Sir: 

I feel compelled to drop you a line concerning the political condition of the country as it strikes me. I am in active 
correspondence with your staunchest friends in every state and from them all I hear but one report. The tide is 
setting strongly against us. Hon. E. B. Washburne writes that were an election to be held now in Illinois we should be beaten. 
Mr. [Simon] Cameron writes that Pennsylvania is against us. Gov. [Oliver P.] Morton writes that nothing but the 
most strenuous efforts can carry Indiana. This state [New York], according to the best information I can get, would 
go 50,000 against us to-morrow. And so of the rest. Nothing but the most resolute and decided action on the part 
of the government and its friends, can save the country from falling into hostile hands. 

Two special causes are assigned to this great reaction in public sentiment,—the want of military successes, and the 
impression in some minds, the fear and suspicion in others, that we are not to have peace in any event under this 
administration until Slavery is abandoned. In some way or other the suspicion is widely diffused that we can have 
peace with Union if we would. It is idle to reason with this belief—still more idle to denounce it. —It can only be 
expelled by some authoritative act, at once bold enough to fix attention and distinct enough to defy incredulity & 
challenge respect. 

Why would it not be wise, under these circumstances, to appoint a Commissioner, in due form, to make distinct 
proffers of peace to Davis, as the head of the rebel armies, on the sole condition of acknowledging the supremacy of the constitution,–all 
other questions to be settled in a convention of the people of all the States? The making of such an offer would 
require no armistice, no suspension of active war, no abandonment of positions, no sacrifice of consistency. 

If the proffer were accepted (which I presume it would not be,) the country would never consent to place the 
practical execution of its details in any but loyal hands, and in those we should be safe. 

If it should be rejected, (as it would be,) it would plant seeds of disaffection in the south, dispel all the delusions about 
peace that prevail in the North, silence the clamors & damaging falsehoods of the opposition, take the wind 
completely out of the sails of the Chicago craft, reconcile public sentiment to the War, the draft, & the tax as 
inevitable necessities, and unite the North as nothing since firing on Fort Sumter has hitherto done. 

I cannot conceive of any answer which Davis could give to such a proposition which would not strengthen you & 
the Union cause everywhere. Even your radical friends could not fail to applaud it when they should see the 
practical strength it would bring to the common cause. 

I beg you to excuse the earnestness with which I have pressed this matter upon your attention. It seems to me 
calculated to do good—& incapable of doing harm. It will turn the tide of public sentiment & avert pending evils of 
the gravest character. It will rouse & concentrate the loyalty of the country &, unless I am greatly mistaken, give us 
an early & a fruitful victory. 

Permit me to add that if done at all I think this should be done at once,—as your own spontaneous act. In advance 
of the Chicago Convention it might render the action of that body, of very little consequence.… 

I am very respectfully, 

Your obt servt 

Henry J. Raymond 
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Thomas Nast, “Compromise with the South,” Harper’s Weekly, September 13, 1864 
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