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ABRAHAMN LINCOLN AND '
BLACK COLONIZATION: . . :
Benjamin Butler’s | | |
Spur.ous Testihxony

L4

.
.

“Teantiarony siweve that the Scuth and N orth can live in peace, unless
we car get rid of the negroes.” According to Benjamin F. Butler,
Presideat Abrabam Lincolu expressed this fear to him in a conversation
in Wasl ington scmetin e after the Hmnpton Roads Peace Conference of
Februaty 3, 1865 Butler's reminiscence, which appeared in Butler's
Book in 1897 is the onl v evidence that Lincoln gave any serious thought
to colonizat.on « fter July 1, 1864.2 “If . . . substantially coirect, as it
appdars o he,” € reorge Fredrickson has siid of Butler’s story, it proves
tha! "Liicoh con tinuedd to his<dying day to deny the possibility of racial
harmony an 1 equality in the United Stat®s and persisted in regarding
coloniz ion as the only 1eai aiternative to perpeti al race coaflict.”™
Butler's reccllection hasta <en on increased importar ce and credibility
inrecent setolarship.? Vet, though many Listorians cite it as suggesting

Chenjwoan B Butl r, Awt biography and Porsonal Ren: iniscences of ... : Butler's
boe (Be ton, 592) 903, (b regdter «ited as Butler's Book ). B

b L aoted n July 1, 1564 that “the Pre<ident 1 as stoughed off that idea of
ol izatm T TVer ] ennetl (ed oy, Lincoln and-the Cioil We r in the Naries and Letters of
ol M Soew Yo, 19395 205, _

“A Men bt Not o Brother: Abrabam Lincoly and Racial
sthom Hictory, XL (Feb,, 19705), 57,

LT § R IoFood 4"»“».'”
@i i {1 ) un f(il.‘\'

Chteds s nd Nt s onans T natural vorel etant Lo take Ben Buler's word for
e b aer entscholins e found sood reason to accept bis account of this
mcrsat o Tl 57 Lrer ated sarticulor) C the works [ Herman Belz and Ludwel)

fnse o T foreer forud Batier's story " inad cord wth views Lincoln expressed
Ises here conc e geean tuetion ™ especi Iy, with bs Mear of violence and of
et e phite v bz conaded e U partal ¢ onizat onconld jromote these ends
HTTTCRTINY b order] heowas cilling at Lot to avest cate i prossoilities,”
vl tes o Uron T oiyend Shieyduring he Civa War (thaca, 1509), 282-9K3,
el se uae Batler stors i | incobh and quad Rohits: " he Authentionty of the

Vad wort o bet 7 e Jou nal of SO hern Histo g, NXN (Feh. 1966}, 68. '
i b ptic st disoos ithe o ddogethon. G S Bone adiai ed tha "itis possible,

fthanighs pre abl that h reas sor o trath g Ber wonn B itler's ter res allections that

ident coter dnedd Cadea only to be told that it
wvonpeiblel The Voyag eto he Coiony ol Lind e T e Sixteentl Pr sident, Black

NECXNY No o paight 19T by Th Kent* tate Uliiversity Press
GO9-5 008 T 23000 15 00,501
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one thing or inother (bou! Lnec In’s racial leas, none has st -died the
story tself to deternm ne ivs v lial iy The aneedcte consun res 1 ore
than tiree ‘bl pusges o Buler s Be ok, and s high time for ¢l mestndy
of it. .
Jat relin dthat thov sh lie b dlost his iy comnd o Jauvary
7, 1865 heulterwards ‘veta ned the wlhennti tence of the Presiclent” and
spoke with Bim “from Cine to dime whon 1 hppened” o be i
Avashiigton” Tnaconvers: ton held “aftr U cnegotiations hac failid at

“;ﬂ.' 5 ” . Lo .
W S Hampton Roods,” Lin coln asked Butler wh it t6 “do with the neyroes

T 1

Stheny cre oo Ciffieultios i sen line all the b’ ks av ay®?"7y

after they are rec” Liscoly, Butler asserted, doubted the stabi ity of the
Union as long s the frodimen remained in Amorica and wanted
especidlly “to “geb rid of the negroes whom whe have an fed snd
disciplined i Uwho Tave fousht wit's ue, to the ar ount, I b lieve, of
SEe muf\-'\ o dred o Uk onsine men,” \ A
Lincoln, Bu ler recalled, had sought the general’s advice be cause of
two special qualifications. irst, Bitlei had “heen a +la poh frie d of the
race from the time you first advised me to en'ist them at New Orleans.”
Second, Butler had “had a; ood deal of expe ience in moving hodic s of
men by water. —your movapeat up the Jam s was o ma énific ntoae”
With ¢ larg s vavy idlod by the en1of the voar, Lincoln &s‘ket', “w hat,
T anaco worpw dat il oe ot leasts g 1illa wy rhecatse we live
tanght thes - 1en hov o eht” Futler 1eme mbered l,inu)ﬁ; CREVITIZ
“Some peosle think that v e b all have trou Jle with our w
after they e dishan led,” Licoln went oy, “but | don't 4 iticipate

anything o th tscrt, foral the mteliigent men anion sthemw e good

¢ .

Ccloniz: fton, nd he ! chen e Mo Tanise of Avondan ¢ The t1t orian, XXX VT Ang |

155), €5 Lo U dae baeh eall 4 Batler's ted ony Ud bions” in . Ongy His
Stepehil Trens ine el e Ney o0 War Miste o NN (De 1974). 308 H(I%_' nm
Quarles” Livie hi owdd e N e "\ ok, M2y did cotaent ot story but lans
Trofoue S B B otlec The Seoi Co% Hion BEAST! oW Yok, 195T) re catd the
steoy wi ot e fic awon e apay 0y

Some carlio o ier dan red e v sasvs s DN Cloven, "Some Plan for
Coonizi i ern d Y egr Slay win 1 anie A e TJowenclof ol ostor A1
o9 93 19 Yanen st Bod oo sand Nérat slonization Abrehe nlis .‘g’u-
Cuinnterl NFeey 199 1208 wd b e o B Tt eA aehel perd ept
in Clolow satin T Jac b Coo o aed vie Sane oft: fistoree (N ninan, I57). 2%,
Bt ers roen wed B citho Gl Chares 1 Waesh, CUinedln’ Pha s
Colanz et e alod N o Jo fof Nego s 1 o IV Can 919y L and Paal
JoSdhelp UL G nd e Che it ol nzaon Pror 8 Jou aai of Nege v Hue o
NONVIEIOCE 1 )0 s vipone d Car Sa burg's <oept Gama LR P

Boder's cpinio 1 the store w a ot ccee ded by Ced Shiched ol o OF on
Nowe of th o e mes hends iny e poeviens vate alyzed e Boatder s e
st deg en nd the o goiae e notadhaneed o whin sivty vears, ndec w
19 2850 ipsj Y Ttha e inter few tool plcein Fe . awad farteen eais ter
Looiwed Shie o dd v oce ared Ayl . month in v weh st cld ot pos Ikl e
OUCTITe .
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LINCOLN AND BUTLER

would not have been good so didrs” Lineoln was “to 170

Point shortly,” and he asked Butlerto investigate the
on as you can, becunse 1, . . inhy meet negotiators for
id Fmay want (o tulk this mattcr over with General Grant
ey : ‘ T L

er, atler-told the Pre .f(ll(-nl that"it was inpossible to

bliiek population to the nearcst available place, Sante

Dom ngo. However, Butler: snggested ‘that he niight take the bhlack

vhiom still had ey ear or 1nore ) sérve in the army, to dig

rosstl e Isthmus of Darien” in € ‘entr.d America, While the

iin tl ¢ United States, this pro’‘ect Would keep the'black

. vekerips out o the country and out of yyischi-f. Linc B liked the iclea,
+  Butlerrenenmbered, b the President Want «d-the general to consilt

- Soereary of §
SSomedavs af

tate Seward about it implicat ons for foreign relations,
terwards,” Butler calle d on Sew ird, hut the Segretary was

. - teo busy to sec bim «.t his office just then and invited Kim to dinner that

night o discus

accident that ¢ fternoon, however, and Butler never discusséd the plan

“with him,Y

The is an aneedoté richin the details whic h.g‘rvate credibility. Thie

“ the matter. Seward cuffered a seriousdnjury in a carriage

rdetails alo offer numerous ways of ver fying its accuracy. An

examinatic n_o
questiymngk le
i

(1) Butler

f-the details reveals a multiplic ty of -impossibilities gnd

vpects whish-will bi

. . - " ¥
Iincoly's views ad found in rel ible sonr&és.

wrole his numpirs wit)out doing careful fesearch to |

refresy his me nory and without bencfit of diary.'* Yhe Hampton
Foads Pau e Conference, for exarple, did not oceur “in the ast of

Junpaiy)”
orly
currig ¢ a cid
cilencard te,

March 23,1165

hed repor ded

City oint, say

@

S hied
lhid 908, 07
SHicnard €W

s Bider stated in his book, Hut on February 3, 18651 The
specife di

¢ heientioned in the ar ecdot »wa the day of Seward’s.
5 () . i
et though Butler himsolf dic! not provide cven that

i was. . pril5, 1665 According t.) Bu'ler, the conversation -
oceurt >d a 50 a
hidec., Li col

a tin > when Lincol knew he wa to go to City Point,
was al City Point :nd the Virginia battle front from
aroug the time of Scward's ea riage aceident.)? Lir coln

1 e Che hed Malready thoug it of gqing imisediately

«

1)

S A - s ' :
L dra L ineol Vs Scapegoat Cencral: AL ¢ of lenjanin F. B tler, 18)8-
! L

1553 (Bostan, 963; p. 1o, ) s,
VBl B ook, 02 )
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after (he next rain” but would “go sooner if any rcason for it.” 13 The hexi
day he telegraphed work that Le would Jeave “about One . M.
Thursday,” March 23.Sivee the President allegedly told Butler “T am to
go” 1) City Point, it sounds as though he was sure of the trip, Thisineans
that the meeting with Butler-was probably on the 20th or after. This
seems all the more likely since Butler telegraphed Generadl Halleek from

his bome in Lowell, Mdsxachnscn* on March 20, dskxm, {t'uvc 10 visit

,‘

W ashington.”?

‘Fortunately, Butler's wheredbou(s for the crucial period ‘rom March
21) 23, 1805 is known. There was. a strict rule in the War Depar'ment
forbidding any oihu*l to come to Washington without prior permssion,

“and Butler ran afoul of it by telhng Halleck he was coming and not

waiting to receive areply. Halleek, in fact, torne! down Butler’s re quest
on March 22. As aresult, Butle had to wr 1(0 along letter of uplanatxon
toSec retary of War Stanton. * lefthome on the evening of March £9,” he
said, and rema}r(’d in New York tili Thuisday noon, when 1 e fl for
Washington.” Butler. did ot rcach Waslingion until Thur.saay, March
23, the day Lincolnleft for City Point. Since heldelt New York atnoon, he
could not have reached Vashingtc n until well after noon, «nd Lincoln
had telegraphed that he would start for City Point at one p.m. 3utler

- could not possibly have scen the Prcsident after Iincoln had Adeterinined

to go to City Point. Norco tld he havesee 1 Lineoln before thit, while the
President veas thinking of goirg but waiting for the next rain, for Hutler -

~was in Massachusetts before Lie le/t for Washington on March 20,16

- Butler could not have scen the Pr ‘sidcnt a good deal earlier in N arch,

: fox he says that it was only “So ne days afterwirds” that he suw Se vard,

and that Tad to be or Ap-il 5. the day of Seward’s ace’dent. Ev n on
Butler’s spuricus timetab e, two veecks clapsed between the al eged
mecting vvith Lincoln and the nee’ing with Seward, and its séemns very
doubtful that 1 1ore weeks thar tha coul realistically be called *Some

*days” rather ‘han “romc we ks Besiles, Butler’s correspondence

cont: ins o 1])' one otl er reque | to visit "Vashington in carly 1867, and
that bears the catc of January 13, w Il bel ore the Hampton Koads "eace

<

Conference, Batler was back n Lowell by the January 30 : nd d d not

veturn to "Washington unt ! M reh £3.07
{(2) The self-serving niture of Lutler's vomin iseence makes it even

L o to Ulys e S ant, S, © 0 18€ >'i;)]{l v asler (ed), The Colleeted Vorks >

of Abitham 1oncoli ( Sew Brinowich 1950, VI . 367 :

HLincolie 0 Robert Todd Liv caln, Mar, 23, 1865 in bid |, 369. "

P Buder to lenr W Halleek, Mar, 2001805 i Prical - ane Official Corr \ponde e of
Gen. Benjanicw FoLutl or During the Period of the Civil War (Norwcod, N adw( 19 OV
573. v

5 10id., 5 5, 5571,

Ylatert l.incx In, an. 13,1855 and to General Wetzel, J: 0, 30, | 1865 inabid. 4 3, 318,

o
Jhutlers whe cabo s Pobraay an 1N ard |. was determi ed h\ chiecking tlu mside

cddre s of Bpul ishe 1 letiers or (lx p riod

i
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LINCOLN AND BUTLER . , 81

more unlikely to be accu ate. The overall purpose of the anecdote in
Butler's Book is to show that Butler was still n good standing with
Lincolnin 1865 T'h reYore, Butler pictured the President as seeking his
advice because of T utler’s early suggestion that New Orleans blacks be
enlisted o fight and beecase of his special skills in maoving troops by
waler (in particular, up the James River in v 'irginia).

Historians have fuiled toquestion this crucial part of the story hecause
of Butler’s influted reputation as a radical. At New Orleans, however,
Butler was not « rac ical on every question; hé at first opposed training
blacks assoldies s. When Ceneral John W. Phelps requested anms to train
b] acks outside Nev Orlens on July 30, 1632, Butler thought he had

“gone crazy,” and be direeted Phelps to om])loy the men as lahorers 1
Phelps resizned in protest, and Butler sent Christian Rozelius on July 30
lo teii ihe Vresident “the wishes, opinions; feelings and woughts of the
people of the State of Louisiana, upon the Question of Slavery as
interwoven with the integrity of the Uni(rm._"”’ Roubtless, Rozelius told'
Lircoln that Louisizina did not think highly of black soldiers. About three

wecks later, Butler needed soldiers badly and decided to recruit free

Neuroes, giving an order to that effect on August 22, 1862. But-the

impulsé to enlist blacks came from the administration to Butler. On July
31, 1862, Secretary. of the Treasury Salmon 1. Chase told Butler that he
ha "hca'r(] mtimations from the President U at it niay possibly become
necessary, in o1-ler (0 kecp the river open below [ emphis, to convert -
the heavy blae!l pooulation of its banks into defenders.”2 Theres fter,
until relieved of con manc, Butler was in position to cal! attention to his
successful exporimont w th bluck troops, but none ¢f his letters, to
Lircoly from MNew Drleans especially did si.2! -

/s for Butler” “ny nificent” move up the James River in May of 1864,
the movei self 1 ay have hown his skills in e mphiliious operations, but’
anmy glory was < uic dy obliterated by the disastrous campaign which
encuec at Bernnida Hhuncred after Butler ha 1 and ed his troops. Grant
vas so disg ustec wlon By tler’s menwere bot tled up by an inferior force
the t cn July 1864 he urged Cenvral Halleek to find conie
“aoministr dive’ co nmand {or Butler. Ger oral Butler had shown “a
winit of knowle lge 10w Lo e ecute” militar - oper tions; he was not “a
sol Hier by educ ttion or expe ience.” Hellee <« responded with alacrity,

P Lovs 8. ertei . Fro w Co itrab mid to F recduim: | ul( ral l’oh( y Toward boulha'm
Placks, 861-.565 (" vesty ort, Conne, 1970, 71

" Buthr o Lineo o, Julv 30, !F,('»L Abr b Eincoli Papers. Libracy of Congress.

S Salhion 1, Che e lu Hu!h'r, Jul = 311862 in Crivate and Officic | Correspondence
of oo Butler, H )31 o

S Butior's Jetters © o the l’r( dent from N ew Orlecns inthe Al han Lincoln Collection,
Abiary of Coagres | do oot capeciatly recommmend orgs mzing lack soldliers. Butler did
sk for come "eon mm feation wpprevin of that org mizatio 7 in o lotter to Ceneral
Had coh of No w7, 0562, srint din Private c nd Ofpeiad Correspor denerof oL Butler 11,

454
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noting Butler's “total vnfitness to command in the field.”? Butler
survived the attempt to oust hiny, but it scems ¢ lear that Lincoln would
not even have brought up the touc'ty und potentially embarrassing
question of Butler’s Jaines River canipaign. Bu ler bronght the subject
up in his book years Liter, howcver, bee:use hig being “bottled up” at
Bermuda Hundred had been repeatedly used against him by political

- enemies.? Butler conld get the President on his <ide only posthumously;

‘Lincoln was not in the habit of o mplimenting Butler’s military abilities,
,only his patriotism and political importance, In wn, then, there was no
‘reason for Lincoln to think Butler the best Herson to ask about a
colonization scheme. :

Most important was the self-serving purpoe that lgy in focusing

attention on Butler’s allesed position s advisor an racial matters to the

_ President while he was in Washington n 1€ 85, T is served to obscure the -

real reason for Butler’s trip to Washingto: He i vas under fire from the
Treasury Department for allege irreszulavities'in his accounts. Butler’s
“vouchers were origival receipts which I was very loth to trust by niail,”
he explained to the Scereiary of War; thercfore, (o “prevent the
threatened suit” Butler vushiad ty Wishirgton without waiting for an
answer to his request for peamission (o come. / fter ali, he pleaded, “1
wis sunnnoned there under threat of suif.”i

(3)  Buatler's aneedote is ot odls w th Lincoli ’s known views on two’
major - pointe.. First, Liicoln th ought of blac: soldicrs as « g oup
gspecially deserving of priviege, no as 1 groi p especially deserving

- exile. Publicly, Lincoln admitt»d h's yorsonal preference that the
* franchis> be “coferr »d

! on the e [colored men) who s arve
our cause as soldiers” on Apr 111, 1865 2 P ivate vy, he had expressed the
tHesire as early as March 13, 186 | tel’ ng Louis ana Covernor Michael
Maln it come “colorcd peopie™ st ould be “let in” to the cleclive
franchio; “cspectdly tose whe hav fo ght ¢ allanth in our ranks.”
Sigmific:intlhy ' Lidne ol ‘oc ked for vard o long future for then i1 the
United States, for hes id ha the: “wald robioly help, insometryving

e (o ocome, o koep the e vel f Ierty within the fomily of

Freedona.™ If arythivg, Bu'lers story wounld | e more plausible if it
pictured Lis coln ag voish ng o coloni e 1, ucks vho wore not sold ers;
in-Die form it es v Botter's Book i is 1ot pliusible 1 all, _

vecond, Butler s as ert’on that Lin ol expre sed e fidenc in the
pe eeld natare f the white sold ors ob disch rged ot war's nd is at
od Is with Lincol’s v ow on that sub et s well According to Gideon '

N o .

P < West, Lincoli's Seape: oal Gewrad, 2462 7,
C A refousse, Bon Fatler, 15 .

e to Steaton Apr. 3L 6300 Pric ile an Offy ial Co resp mdonceof ... § utler,
\' 3y 58T { ’ 4
S eken, Col'tetea Wor s o Lin coln, VL 103, Y
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Wlles' (h.uy eniry for April 13, 1865, President I,mwln explained his
willingness to convene the disloval Virginia legislature as o function of
his anxiety for o speedy reestablistiment of “courts, and law, and order,
or society would be broken up, the dishanded armies would turn into
robber bands and guerillas, which we must strive to prevent.”# Builer's

1882 reminiscence is sort of fin-de-sicele racial fantasy in which any
white men are reliable, whether they be traitors inarms or not, and even
black men whoseloyalty had been proven in battle were to hcdm(msled
and shunned. T us was Butler's fantasy, not Lincoln's,

In fact, Butler's “interview” with Lincoln is entirely a fantasy. It could
nothave oceurre d when Butler said it did orat any timenear the date. To
have-complimented Butler's military skill in the Jaines River-Bermuda
Hundred campaign would have been to insult the political general with
bitter ireny. If Lincoln harbored doubts about America’s biracial future,

“and there is no evidence he did in 1865, the one group he did not have

doubts abcut was black veterans. e knew exactly what to do with
them: rewa-d them with the franchise. On theother hand, the President
did feur th pessibility of guerilla activities by Confederate veterans.
Livcoli’s sentitnen! for eolonizition poses a complex problem for
historians, and it merits more study. Such Jnd'y however, need not
coi e it ol with the possibility that Lincoln's interest survived up to
the last da s of bis administiation, for Butler’s reiiniscence, the only

- evidence o7 such interest, simply is not true. -

= Hovaard L Be: e (edh), Diare of Gideon Welles, See: ctaryof the Navy Under Lincoln
and Johison «New York, 1%40), '1, 279.
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