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Abraham Lincoln papers

From Edmund Kelly to Abraham Lincoln1, August 21, 1863

1 Kelly was one of delegation of black ministers who called on Lincoln and secured his
permission to minister to escaped slaves who had come within Union lines. See American
Baptist Missionary Convention to Abraham Lincoln, August 21, 1863 and Collected Works, VI,
401.

Respected Sir

The enclosed is a copy of my first out of five appeals to the colored People of the U. S— to come

forward after your recent call upon them.2 the 2nd is a Pamphlet prepared for a Guide of Christian-
relation to thier duty God — their Country — and themselves & my views of the future destiny of this
Country — also a bill of my exercises in different parts of the Country, & would be pleased to have
one or more recitation in Washington & vicinity

2 On June 15, Lincoln had issued a call for 100,000 more men. See Collected Works, VI,
277-78.

yours truly E. Kelly—

of Newbedford Mass—

Aug 21, 1863

[Enclosed clipping:]

The Colored Man's Interest in the Present War.

The subjugation for the time being of the rebellious portion of the Southern States, affected by the
proclamation of the President, and the abolition of slavery in loyal border States, are indispensable
to the maintenance and perpetuation of this republic, or, in other words, we must have a free
republic, or a despotic monarchy as a substitute upon these shores. Is it so? and if so, who has a
greater interest in the triumph of the present issue in favor of the right, than the colored Americans?
For one, I answer, Not any, half so much; for even then the white people would be nominally free,
while the colored people would be reduced to slavery. This being admitted, I would ask if any person
believes for a minute that there is any organized means of effecting this great reform, but through
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the instrumentality of the present government. If so, point it out; and if not, then in the name of God
sustain the present government, as a means of accomplishing the great object we all have (or should
have) at heart.

But that we may have some faint idea of the progress that has been made, let us review, taking for
our stand-point thirteen years ago. Let it be borne in mind, that in 1850, of the thirty-one States
of this Union, fifteen were slave States, while a large majority of the sixteen so-called free States
were only so in name; for the representatives of the two old political parties, from Maine to Georgia,
shook hands there with their feet upon the necks of the slaves, when they resolved that the then
existing compromise measures should never be agitated again. It should be remembered that if
the friends of freedom had made an effort looking towards the freedom of the slaves, it required
the concurrence of two-thirds of both houses of Congress to sanction such amendment to the
Constitution of the United states, and three-fourths of all the States to ratify any such amendment;
which was utterly impossible under the circumstances. This state of things continued worse and
worse until 1856, when the Republican party sprang into existence, with J. C. Fremont at its head,
having for an object to resist the introduction of slavery into the territories of the United States,
or the admission of more slave States. That party was defeated in 1856, but reorganized in 1860,
upon the same principles, and for the same avowed purpose, of no more slave States. With it I was
identified.

Now let me ask, Have we not, in connection with thousands of others, witnessed the fulfillment of
all the pledges made by that party to the country, which have been admitted to be constitutional
reforms; and not only that, but many other reforms, such, for instance, as the partial suppression
of the slave trade, the recognition of the independence of the Liberian and Haytien Republics, the
abolition of slavery in the District of Columbia, the confiscation of the slaves and property of the
rebels, the Emancipation Proclamation of the President of the United States, and above all the
crowning decision of Attorney General Bates in favor of the colored people; none of which could
have been reached under ordinary circumstances?

But it may be argued, that the Administration was forced to do what it has done. In reply, I would say
that the Government has done precisely as all other Governments, being more or less conservative,
would do. It moved in the work of reform only in proportion as it was forced to do; and for one I
thank God that the Government embraced the opportuniny forced upon it by the rebels. It clearly
proves to me that the proclivities of many of the leaders of the Government are in the right direction.
Suppose, for instance, the Government had been in the hands of the pro-slavery Democratic party,
or the old mis-named union party of the North: what would be to-day the condition of things?
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We were grieved when the President suspended the force of the proclamations of Generals Fremont
and Hunter, whose names will live forever. We also were grieved because the Government did not
let the Border States go off in a mass. But now I am perfectly satisfied that the proclamation of the
22nd of September was more extensively and generally acknowledge, and better timed; for it is
difficult at this late day for the Government to hold it over, because of these reforms. Again, time
has manifested that it was the wisest policy to hold on to the Border States, for they have become
divided, and thereby weakened, — one party for the Union, and the other for the Confederacy.
Under these circumstances, the President proffers pecuniary aid through Congress, to compensate
them for abolishing slavery in their midst, which is being favorably considered by two out of the six
Border States, and ere long will be received by all of them. Slavery is so weakened by the incidents of
the war, that to abolish it upon the President's plan will be their only hope; whereas, if these States
had been permitted to go off, they all would be a unit for slavery.

But upon the other hand, if the government should be defeated, what then? Jeff Davis & Co. have
effected a revolution of the United States Government, leaving the confederates masters of the
field, in a position to dictate terms of peace, upon the one of two things: either the confederate
government to be the government of the whole United States, with slavery for its corner stone; or a
recognition of the confederacy, with two thirds of the now existing territories thrown open to slavery,
with all the expenses of the war, both North and South, and thereby an endless burden, upon us.

Now, while we readily admit that there are many objectionable features about the original law of the
government, its indirect connivance at slavery, while it nowhere recognizes its existence, being the
greatest, I must say I believe it to be with these exceptions the best Republican form of government
in the world. Notwithstanding all this, its existence is jeopardized at the suggestion of about three
hundred thousand slaveholders, through the persons of Jeff Davis & Co., with a view of substituting
another whose chief corner stone is alleged to be slavery.

But let us admit, for argument's sake, that the South should gain her independence, by the force
of arms, or by being recognized by the government, which by the way could never be, if we are
united, what then, if by revolution it carries with it the right of secession, or if by our own act we
recognize the right of secession? In either case it amounts to the same. The right to secede being
admitted, we from that time commence our downward tendency to ruin, for all in us as a people
that is adhesive would be forever gone. From that time we would have secession in our religious
societies, towns, cities, counties, states, all carrying with them their alleged proportion of their
property, each attended with a series of fights, which would continue until we became alienated
from each other, and broken into tens of thousands of factions, set up for themselves, warring with
each other, for a long time, until we mutually destroyed ourselves and demonstrated to the world
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that Republicanism is a failure; not that it is really so, but because we failed to do our duty. This state
of things being reached, the leaders of the Confederacy and their allies at the North would remand
us back a century, by proclaiming this whole country under a monarchical government for all time,
with slavery for its chief corner stone, titling themselves and posterity, and bidding defiance to all
opposition. We then should begin to understand what the leaders meant by forming that loosely
thrown together voluntary association denominated the Southern Confederacy.

Shall this state of things be permitted to come upon us? God forbid it! But it may be asked, How
shall we avoid all these things? I would answer, by unitedly supporting the administration, without
any reference to its motives, or past failings, or seeming wrongs, as the only organized means of
breaking up Slavery under God.

For one, I sincerely trust the colored people will never wait to be drafted, but volunteer to a man.
First, because slaveholders and the proslavery party have long since argued, and still continue to
argue, that the colored people are an inferior, cowardly, docile race, only fit to be slaves. Second,
because the colored people have more at stake than the white people; for while the whites hazard
their civil and political rights, the colored people lose both, and their freedom besides. Third,
because the colored people generally proffered their services to the government, to aid in putting
down the rebellion, shortly after the war broke out in 1861, when the indications were much less
favorable for us than they are now. But this was specifically true of the colored people of this State,
and more especially of this city; for it will be remembered by all that several large meetings were
called, at which meetings resolutions were presented and passed by the colored people of this city,
expressive of their willingness to enlist in the Government or State service. These resolutions were
transmitted to the Governor and Council of this State, who without hesitancy expressed a willingness
to have the colored people bear their part, but informed our friends of some of the legal difficulties
in the way then, but encouraged the colored people to organize themselves into companies, and
hold themselves in readiness. Let it be borne in mind that when the Governor's reply was received,
another large meeting was called, and the recommendations of the governor were overwhelmingly
adopted by our colored citizens. And since their prayer is answered, and the requisition has come,
let none hold back, or wait to be drafted.

Where are the military leaders to-day? May they prove themselves worthy of their represented
worth.

It will be remembered by many, that I did not favor the object of the above-named meetings, at the
time when convened, because I regarded them ill-timed. But now, although things are not in every
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respect what is desired, yet they are decidedly more favorable for the cause of humanity throughout
the world.

Finally, these views may appear to many who know me, to be incompatible with some of my
previously expressed opinions. But not so; for I regard God as being the author of so much of human
Government as is not incompatible with His will. He is also the author of the Divine Government.
All men are alike amenable to the laws of the Divine Government, and also so much of the human
Government, as is not contrary to the Divine Government. The only difference between the Christian
and the sinner is, the former recognizes his allegiance to both, while the latter refuses to recognize
his obligation to God, for which he will be treated as a rebel at the last day. For these views in full,
read my pamphlet in proof my previously expressed opinion, entitled “Five Letters upon Different
Moral Subjects”; and also the little book just out, entitled “Important Questions,” which ought to be
ready by every human being, for had the American people and their leaders understood and obeyed
its teachings, we should not have had this trouble to-day. Edmund Kelly.

New Bedford, Feb. 6, 1863.


