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We are all grateful to the Rev. Dr. Frederick Maser for his 30 years as 
Editor of the Discovery section in Methodist History. His purpose in enrich
ing and enhancing our knowledge of our Methodist story has been superbly 
fulfilled. Personally, I covet his friendship as an historian and as a Christian 
minister. During the last few years I have been privileged to work closely with 
him as co-author of our recent book, If Saddlebags Could Talk. He has been 
unfailing in his encouragement and support in our joint task. Now I have the 
further privilege of continuing the Discovery editorship. No one can fill 
Fred's shoes, but I bring my own shoes, hoping that I may continue Discovery 
in the same spirit Fred brought to the task. 

Bishop Mathew Simpson's Famous "War Speech" 

Over the last few months I have been working with the Bishop Matthew 
Simpson papers deposited at the General Commission on Archives and 
History of the United Methodist Church at Drew University. It is a major task 
to prepare this important collection for the use of researchers. This remark
able collection is comprised of a large correspondence, manuscripts, scrap
books, and images. The correspondence alone is of immense value including 
original letters from U.S. Presidents, Cabinet members, and social and reli
gious leaders, e.g. Susan B. Anthony and Frances Willard. In working on this 
collection I find that the Library of Congress has an even larger body of mate
rial. 

Bishop Simpson (1811-1884) was a unique figure not only in the 
Methodist Episcopal Church, but also in our national history. His life spanned 
almost the entire century. He was born of humble circumstances in Cadiz, 
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Ohio of Methodist parents, and as if set apart providentially for his monu
mental work, he was baptized by Bishop Asbury. Simpson's vocational career 
ranged from school teacher and medical doctor to clergyman to President of 
Indiana Asbury University (now Depauw) and finally to the episcopacy in 
1852. Very quickly he became the premier leader of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church. As he walked with the "rich and the famous" Simpson gave Metho
dism a stature which moved the church to a position of national prominence. 
With the election of Lincoln and the outbreak of the Civil War, Simpson 
became a confidant of the President and a force in the affairs of the Federal 
government. It is alleged that Simpson's special influen~e was instrumental in 
encouraging Lincoln to issue the Emancipation Procfiim(:{tioh. At the last the 
President's family asked he give the oration at Lincoln's funeral in Spring
field, Illinois .. 

Arguably, Bishop Simpson was the supreme orator of his ti11;xe. During 
the war he was an unabashed patriot. His speeches swayed large numbers of 
citizens at a time when enthusiasm for the war was waning. The most famous 
example of Simpson's political and social influence is embodied in what 
came to be called his "War'' speech. He gave it over 60 times across the 
Union. But the most important occasion was immediately before the presi
dential election between Lincoln and George McClellan, November 3, 1864. 
Lincoln's advisors saw Simpson's speech as a way of swaying the nation to 
Lincoln's side. All of the major newspapers covered it. Today it would be con
sidered TV prime-time coverage. It was delivered at the Academy of Music 
in New York City to an absolutely "packed house." 

There is no copy of the speech, only stenographic notes. It lasted 2 hours 
and must have been given from memory or from notes which no longer exist. 
An excellent analysis of portions of the speech appeared in an article by 
Morris Davis in the April 2000 issue of Methodist History where Davis used 
the speech and Simpson as illustration of the upward mobility of the 
Methodist Episcopal Church. As a follow-up to Davis' article l thought it use
ful to present the ''War speech'' using the condensed version l found in 
Simpson's papers and which was used by George R. Crooks in his Life of 
Bishop Simpson published in 1890. It conveys Simpson's skills as an orator, 
a patriot, and not to be overlooked, a politician. · 

But judge for yourself. Use your imagination. What a spell-binding 
speech! __ _ 

' . \ 
In these days of boundless interest in the Civil War, I submit that 

Simpson's ''War Speech" needs to be included as part of our understanding of 
that civil conflict which continues to haunt our nation. 
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Bishop Matthew Simpson's "War Speech" 

(First delivered on the eve o{ the 1864 Presidential election in the 
Academy of Music in New York City. Thereafter he was called 
upon repeatedly for his address variously called "Our National 
Conflict," "State of the Country," "Future of the Country," and 
"The Providence of God as Seen in Our War.") 

Excerpts from reconstructed text in George R. Crooks, The Life of 
Bishop Matthew Simpson (New York, Harper & Brothers, 1880), 
379-383. 

I would stand far' above all party; I have no epithets for any of my fel
low-citizens. (Simpson went on to outline four possible issues of the war.) 

FIRST: It is a possible result of this conflict that we may become a prey 
to some foreign powers and be reduced under their control. There is a second 
possible result of this contest: that the nation may be divided into two or more 
separate confederacies. There is a third possible issue: that the nation may 
remain united, but with its present institutions overthrown, and Southern 
institutions and Southern ideas established. The fourth and last possible issue 
is that our nation, having passed through this fiery ordeal, may come out of it 
purer, stronger, and more glorious than ever before. At this point I will sim
ply say that I believe it to be the design of Providence to secure the last result. 

No great nation has, in all history, risen and fallen in a single century. 
(illustrated by examples) Moreover, there are indications to show that this is 
destined to be a great nation in the earth. The discovery of America by 
Columbus, at the time thereof, was opportune. This nation has done more 
than any other to fulfill a great destiny. One thing it has done towards the 
accomplishment of its work is the education of the masses. In this land all 
may rise to the highest offices. The humblest cabin-boy may lead our armies, 
and the poor hostler may sit in the Senate. Who has not heard of Henry Clay, 
the Mill-boy of the Slashes, and Jackson, the child of poor Irish parents; and 
some may have heard that even a rail-splitter may become President. 
(Applause!) Again, this nation is an asylum for all the nations of the earth. 
There is no large migration to any other land, but men come here from all 
parts of the world. I have no feeling of sympathy with any person who will 
seek to exclude from free national association all who may come. We have 
broad acres for them to cultivate, schools for their children and churches for 
themselves, and a Constitution broad enough, thank God! and strong enough 
for all the world to stand upon. This nation has the sympathy of the masses 
all over the earth, and if the world is to be raised to its proper place, I would 
say it with all reverence, GOD CANNOT DO WITHOUT AMERICA. 

Then comes the second question-Shall the nation be divided? If we 
divide, where shall we divide? We have no mountain-chains, no great natural 
landmarks, to separate us into two, and if we divide must it not be into sev-
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eral confederacies? If you allow the South to go, then the Northwest will 
become a separate confederacy; and when the Northwest undertakes that, the 
people of the Pacific coast will set up for themselves, and you will lose all that 
gold-bearing country. I tell you here to-day, I would not give one cent on the 
dollar for your national liabilities if you allow a single dividing line to be run 
through your country from the Atlantic to the Pacific. (Applause) 1 deprecate 
war, it is terrible; much of the best blood of the nation has flowed, and more, 
possibly, will moisten the earth; but if we should divide this land into petty 
sections, there will come greater strife, which will waste the blood of your 
children and grandchildren, and there will be sorrow and wailing throughout 
the generations to come. When I look at this dark picture, much as I dislike 
war, I yet say, better now fight for twenty years and have peace than stop 
where we are. (Tremendous applause) If any peace is had, I want a peace 
which shall be lasting, so that I can leave my wife and children,1safe when I 
die, and that can only be by our remaining a µnited nation. We have glorious 
boundaries on the north and the south, on the east and the west, and when I 
look at those boundaries I say: "Palsied be the land which shall try to wrest 
from us one foot of this great domain." (Applause) 

Then the question comes, ''Shall our form of government be changed?" 
This is what Mr. Davis expects.; he can hardly suppose the South will live in 
separation. They at the South expected that this great city would declare itself 
independent; but this city has a heart that throbs in sympathy with the nation, 
and stands out, as it ought, as the national metropolis. The South hopes for a 
monarchy, but this nation will never tolerate a monarchy. 

If these three results are not likely to happen, then shall we, as a people, 
emerge from this contest purer and more glorious than before? The nation 
must be purified, andfor that we are going through the war. The war is noth
ing new: the South has been preparing for it for thirty years. At the same time 
a series -af providences has appeared, which shows the hand of God. (The 
Bishop here gave a review of the timely discovery of fresh resources for the 
increase of national wealth, and dwelt on the incidents of the war which 
appeared to him to have a Providential meaning. A high tribute was paid' to 
Grant and his tenacity of purpose. He then turned his attention to slavery.) 

I have one more impressjon, that if this war lasts much longer slavery 
will be damaged. (Loud applause) It is seriously damaged, now, and I hope 
and desire that it may pass away quickly and let us see the last qf it. (Loud 
applause) Do you ask what has been accomplished? The District of Columbia 
has been made free (Applause), and this week-on last Tuesday-the sun, as 
it rose, shone for the first time on the glorious free state of Maryland. (Great 
applause) West Virginia, from her mountain home, echoes back the shouts of 
freedom. But this war ought not to be carried on for the purpose of destroy
ing slavery, or for any other than the single purpose of restoring the author
ity of our government. But if, while we are striking blows at the rebellion, 
Slavery will come and put its black head between us and the rebels, then let 
it perish along with them. (Applause) Our children can look back to the bat-
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des of the Revolution and assure themselves that their fathers were worthy of 
freedom. Let the children of these poor slaves have the chance to look back 
not only to Fort Pillow, but to battles fought and won in front of Petersburg 
and Richmond, and they will feel that they, too, are worthy of freedom. It has 
been demonstrated in this war that a blue coat can make a hero even of a sable 
skin. The black men have long ago learned to follow the stars; they have fol
lowed the North Star successfully, and now it is shown that they can follow, 
as well as any other, the stars that are set in our glorious flag. (Loud Applause) 

Your Fifty-fifth regiment carried this flag (taking up a war-worn, shot
riddled flag, which was greeted with tremendous cheers); it has been at 
Newbern and at South Mountain, and at Antietam. The blood of our brave 
boys is upon it; the bullets of rebels have gone through and through it; yet it 
is the same old flag. (Most enthusiastic applause, the audience rising and giv
ing three rousing cheers). Our fathers followed that flag; we expect that our 
children and our children's children will follow it; there is nothing on earth 
like that old flag for beauty. (Long and loud cheering) Long may those stars 
shine! Just now there are clouds upon it and mists gathering around it, but the 
stars are coming out, and others are joining them. And they grow brighter and 
brighter, and so may they shine till the last star in the heavens shall fall! 
(Great cheering and waving of handkerchiefs and hurrahing) 

- - - - - - - - - -- - - ------- ----


