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Reunion Shenanigan:
Bishop William Capers' "Letter" of 1854

by puncan. A. Reily

The New York Christian Advocate published the following
:: lengthy letter under the title, "A Remarkable Letter," on Gc
,; tober 7, 1875, on the front page. It purported to be a, letter by
I the late Bishop William Capers (l790-1855) written in 1854,
! '

~: shortly before his death. It is, indeed, a noteworthy document.

*****
C.B. Dupre, Esq.: My Dear Brother -' Upon my return

home yesterday from an ·extended tour of official duty, I found
r' your letter of January 9,which is now open before me. Y'ou n0'Y
1,

" understandwhy you have not been ,answered sooner.
I, The subject-matter of your letter requirescatefulcon
. i sideration, a,nd no mere ad captandum resiponse.Wer, e.· the
~ '

': subjec,t just opened to my mind I would not.attempt to give you
U' a reply without careful de-liberation. You are right in SUPPOB\ng
;" that these matters have been resting heavily uppn my mind" ap.d
I

f: heart for the past twenty years. God alone knows how anxiously
H I have revolved them, and the real suffering I haveend,ured in
r: consequence ofevil forebodings which, in spite of my resolution,
II take possession of my spirit. In order that I may properly
:: answer you, let me see if the followingquestionswiU not em
i c brace the subject-matter of your letter -'at any rate, the-gist of
1 ;

i! it:
do'

L 1. You ask, DoIconsider the existence of the institution of
f

J: slavery as the oJ?e great impediment in the way of a cordial
f,: 131
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132 METHODIST HISTORY

union ofthetwo branches of the Methodist Church in the United
States?

2. Do I consider the institution of slavery so well established
and so necessary a feature of the economy of the Southern
States as to warrant the conclusion that it is, and will remain,a
perm.ane,nt feature of our civilization.

These are, indeed, grave subjects for reflection, and call for
the exercise of a degree of philosophic penetration which I fear is
not sufficiently lnine to convinceone,even if I had the leisure
and you the patience to follow me in an extended argument. This
cannot be for many reasons, but for none more appreciable just
now than the fact that I am just home after an absence of many
"\iVeeks and your letter, my dear frie'nd" is only one of which claim
my consideration. My answets to the questio~s above must,
therefore, be as devoid of argument as possible. .

rro the first I answer that I do consider the institution of
. .,; .

slavery as recognized in the M.E.Church, South, as. the chieft

the great central difficulty in the way of a cordial fraternal
relation between the two great branche's oJ Methodism in the
United States. There may be other obstacles in the way, but I
regard them as rnere collateral issues,springing altogether from
the v/ant of agreement upon some compromise of this slavery
question such as some of us, North and South, endeavored to
make in the General Conference of 1844.

Slavery out of the way, there would remain no real, sensible
cause of separation between the two Church~sasorganizations;
but they would in tim.e come together by a law of Jlloral affinity,
and unite hands and hearts in the great work which God in his
providence designed the Methodist Church to accomplish in
America. I can understand -and do fully appreciate, as you
evidently do not, the conscientious scruples of our Northern
brethren upon this sl~ver-y question. I knew before the division
of the Church, and yet am honored with -the friendship of~ as
good and as pure Christian ministers among them as are to be
found in any Church organization - men who are actuated by
the clearest of their consciences in regarding the institution of
slavery as a grievous sin.

My dear Charles, when we desire to discover the real truth
of any matter, especially of such as we are directly interested in,
we must first place our minds in a negative state. This will .
require a long time with some temperaments. We must not look
at a subject we are disposed to prejudge through a contracted
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1 pupil. We must discern, if we do, that there is a defect in our
: vision, or in th e position we occupy, which is likely to make an
: object appear white which in reality is black.

I wish to God this division wall between the Church North
\ -

.'; and South was broken down, and we could he united as formerly
: in the glorious work of our Master, for which -our Church

j. economy is so well adapted in meeting the tastes and genius of
i the mass of our American citizens. You may rest assured of one
l' thing: if the Master sees that his work is hindered by this

estrangement of his laborers, he will renlove the cause in his
own good way and time.

I am not of those spirits who are ready to condemn all
others, and yet can see no fault in themselves.; hence, I do not
regard the stuff you hear of from so-called theorists, who declare
that there is an in irreconcilable hostility between the Puritans

_ and. the descendants of the English gentry and the French
r: Huguenots [I.e., between North and South]l .All this to one who

has traveled as often as I-have from local prejudices, is the
veriest nonsense. Yea, and wicked vanity. Bring the Puritan, the
English gentry, and the Huguenot under the influence of the
grace of God, and the devil whispersnomo~esuch folly .

I pass to your second question. 1 do not consider the. in
stitution of slavery, or any other institution of mere human
origin, so necessary a feature of social life as to challenge the
providences of God. But suppose I take a more worldly view of

, your inquiry. I am, and have been for some time, assured in my
I., mind that the mission of African slavery has been accomplished
1"

:: in America, and that the institution in the United States will
; SOODcease to exist. I form my conclusion from the progress of
/. events in the civilized world, and the \vonderful developm-ents of
> Christiallity within this century. The politico-economic view "of

this question has been well take.n by Mr. Fox in the exhaustiye
, debate upon the question of emancipation before the British

parliament. No unprejudiced mind can follow that debate and
fail to recognize the finger of God indicating to man his duty, and

:. urging him to act in dire.ct opposition to his personal interests.
i-I An institution so long grafted upon the body politic of a nation
f- such as Great Britain could have been overthrown in no other

way than by the mysterious workings of providence.
It is simply . ridiculous to charge the NewEngland

abolitionists with having originated the idea of negro slavery,
and with having inaugurated the agitation of emancipation.
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Certainly, no educated person would so charge, unless he was
appealing to human passion upon the hustings. African slavery
originated in man's natural cupidity, and was an institution of
Great Britain before there was a New England known in
America. Emancipation came first to be discussed in England as
an advance idea of Christian civilization, and can be directly
trace'd to the most evangelical of the Christian Church in
England. Such, at any rate, is my view of this whole matter, in
this, my sixty-foutth year, after having examined the question in
every way it presented itself to my mind. So far, then, from
regarding the institution as permanent, l' do not recognize the
first feature of genuine vitality in it. How it is to transpire,
whether by a gradual system of emancipation, fixed in our
organic law by amendments, or whether in the storm of
revolution, I know not; but as sure as I am now writing to you,
my dear brother, the institution of- slavery in these United
States is doomed. I do not think that any candid student of
history, or any unbiased observer of events as they are now
transpiring, can resist this conclusion. ..'

Why, man alive, there is now abroad in our land the very
spirit which, if encouraged, will lead to the overthrow of the
institution in the wreck and the awful ruin of revolution. My
opportunity for observation in the South and West for the past
10 years assures me that unless our madcap politicians adopt
some more conciliatory position, and compromise their extreme
partisan views, the two great parties of principles fixed in State
economy will be lost in sectional bitterness, and an early
Presidential election secure the triumph of the Abolition party.
This will bring about secession on the part of those States which
are unwilling to compromise the pride of abstract rights, and then
- I shudder .at the thought - a bloody revolution, accompanied
by the material ruin of the South. Slavery, if this comes to
pass, will be abolished by the decree of a military tribunal, an"d
the pride of my people fearfully humbled before God.

This is an awful picture for me even to suggest, but, as I
contemplate it, my soul sickens within me. Repel it as I may,
banish it from my mind as a mere fancy, yet it grows upon me as
a hideous reality, which maya merciful God spare me the pain of
realizing!

Since the death of Mr. Calhoun there seems not to be a
statesman left in the South of sufficient power to control the
storm which his States-right theory has provoked. The public
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DISCOVERY 135

men seem to me to be either the satellites of opinions, or mere
local luminaries, reflecting the wild and weird light of passion.
No one seems disposed to compromise any opinion, prejudice, or
fancy, because all are wild with doctrine of rights. Well, an
individual may exercise the right of self-destruction unless his
friends or the magistrates question this right, and assure him
that there are no absolute and unqualified rights which can be
unselfishly exercised.

I am much pleased with the course of the Hon. Wm. W.
Boyce, the member in Congress from your district. There is a

, calmness and philosophical cast about his speeches which is,
: indeed, refreshing. God of mercy, grant us more of such men!
j But why, pray, be troubled? There is one "more glorious and
I excellent than the mountains of prey, "the Lord our God, whose
! mercy endureth forever. Whatever may come to pass, let us
I consider it as the Lord's providence, recognize it as such, and
; praise his holy name, whether we abide in afflictions or are
: blessed with prosperity.
: And now, my dear Charles, I must ask your indulgence for a

letter not more extended. I write to you in the candor of one who
: is your friend, as he was your father's, and my opinions, let them
; be what they may, are given you in the sincerity with vvhich I
: would advise my own son. You are about embarking in public
! life, and I consider it a good sign to find you so candid in seeking
, the advice of those who are more experienced in life. Ohl how I
\ long to see our young men discharging the duties of citizenship
: to the whole country, in the spirit of broad and liberal
, patriotism, remote from the mere influence of partisan prejudice

or personal gain.... [sic]
May God bless you and prosper you! Commit your ways

fully to Him, and he will direct your judgment.
Remember me affectionately to all the family.

Very truly yours,
w. Capers.

Anderson, S. C., Feb. 25, 1854.
******

The above letter, first published in The lvlethodist,l an

1. "North and South - A Prophetic View," The Methodist (N.Y.) Vol. 16,
No. 36 (Sept. 4, 1875), p. 561-562. C. B. Dupre's letter to Dr. Charles F. Deems
(August 16, 1875) enclosing letter an~, .sug~estin~ it be prin~ed in the "New
York Methodist or other Church paper IS prInted In the same Issue, p. 56.

..<'--------
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independent Methodist weekly in New York, was suosequently
published in the Christian Advocates across the nation. On the
surface of it, the reader is inclined to agree with the editor of the
New York Christian Advocate that it was indeed a "remarkable
letter." To appreciate fully the character of the letter, one must
remember that William Capers, founder of the Methodist

. missions to the plantation slaves and bishop of the JVlethodist
Episcopal Church, South, since its formation in 1846, had been
deeply involved in the slavery controversy. Bishop James
Osgood Andrew's lament after his election in 1832, "It is not my
merit that has made me a bishop, but my poverty [i.e., inability
to buy slaves], "2 is a striking instance of the generaJ opinion that
the only reason Capers was not .elected bishop in 1832 was his
possessing slaves. Twelve years later, at the 1844 General
Conference, Capers had defended Bishop Andrew, who, having
inherited slaves, had become unacceptable t~ the northern
Methodists. While Capers was no ardent defender of the slave
system, his experiment in giving his own slaves almost complete
freedom had convinced him that freedom per se is not always a
blessing; and his concept of the Bible as the Constitution of th e
Church demanded that the Church abstain from interference in
the legal institution of slavery. Capers was, indeed, one of the
architects of the Southern Methodist position in the matter.

Could it be that Bishop William Capers, slave owner and
member of the South Carolina planter aristocracy, had really
written such a letter less than a year before his death and over
seven years prior to the Civil War? If genuine, the letter was
remarkably accurate prophecy. "Capers" foresaw the
destruction of the two great national parties because of sectional
bitterness and the triumph of the "Abolition Party." There was
no "Abolition Party" by that name in 1854, but the Free Soil
Party, whose candidate John P. Hale had won 155,325 popular
votes in 1852, might be thought of as such. The violence in
Kansas and Missouri following the Congressional approval of the
Kansas-Nebraska Act in lVIay, 1854, was the rock that shattered
the Whig Party. The remains of the Whig interests and persons
who opposed the extension of slavery met in Jackson, Michigan,
on July 6, 1854, to organize the Republican Party. This new
party's candidate, Abraham Lincoln, won the presidential

2. George Smith, The Life and Letters of James Osgood Andrew (Nash
ville, Tenn., 1883), pp. 231-32.
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election by a wide margin in 1860. The story of South Carolina's
secession, followed by that of the other Southern states and the
subsequent beginning of the Civil War is too well known to
require repeating here.

The Pittsburg Christian Advocate transcribed the letter
under the title "Bishop Capers' Prophecy."3 But F < M. Kennedy,
editor of the Southern Christian Advocate, doubted the
authenticity of the letter from the first. Kennedy's investigation
threw considerable doubt on the very existence of the "Charles
DuPre" to whom the letter was allegedly addressed, nor did
DuPre appear to clear himself of the charge of fraud. Also,
despite considerable effort, Kennedy failed to obtain the original
manuscript to compare it with genuine letters in Capers' hand
writing. The South Carolina editor asked four cogent questions
which were never satisfactorily answered. First, how to account
for the difference between the letter and the position "Bishop
Capers was universally supposed to entertain ...." Second, why
should he conceal his views from his intimate friends and reveal
them to a comparative s~ranger?Third, why should DuPre wait
over twenty-one years to publish such an important letter? And
finally, why would Capers speak of his opinion Hin this my sixty
fourth year," when, on February 25, 1854, he was in his sixty
fifth year of life?4 In the end, Kennedy concluded that U the letter
is an unmitigated fraud. U,5 The writer of the present article was
forced to an identical conclusion.

But the question remains, why would someone perpetrate
this fraud, pious or otherwise? Since slavery had been banished
long before, the letter could have no conceivable influence on the
South's erstwhile "peculiar institution." Lack of any glorification
of the blacks apparently rules out matters of race relations.
Could it be that someone in the North wished to rehabilitate
William Capers' name there, by showing him to be a prophet, of
slavery's destruction? Although this is a remote possibility, a
closer examination of the letter suggests another motive as the
real one: promotion of better relations between the Methodisms
of North and South.

Capers' answer to DuPre's first question contains three
significant suggestions or arguments in favor of Methodist

3. Sept. 9, 1875, p. 1.
4. Sept. 29, 1875, p. 154.
5. Southern Christian Advocate, Nov. 24, 1875, p. 186.

II.~__
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reunion. First, his general conclusion that slavery was the only
substantial cause for the continuance of the division of American
Methodism. If his readers agreed, they would be forced to
question this separation. Second, Capers took considerable pain
to exculpate the Northern Methodists and rehabilitate their
image for the Southerner. He showed that even the abolitionists
among. them may well have acted on their "conscientious
scruples." Wrote he, "I knew before the division of the Church,
and yet am honored with the friendship of, as good and as pure
Christian ministers among them as are to be found in any
Church organization- ..." Not only were they men of principle

.but, for the benefit of his reader who might still see red at the
name "abolitionist," he found that New England had inherited
the movement from England, not initiated it. "It is simply
ridiculous to charge the New England abolitio~ists...with having
inaugurated the agitation of emancipation." Third, Providence
itself had ordained for Methodists a task for the whole of
America. To fulfil this God-given task, Methodism should
reestablish cordial fraternal relations, and,. "unite hands and
hearts" in God's work. He did not spell it out, but his appeal to
DuPre for "citizenship to the whole country"is a parallel to the
concept of Methodism's service to the whole of America.

If, as is here suggested, the purpose of the letter was to
foster better relations between the two Methodisms, why was it
written at this particular time? The answer to this question may
well lie in the attempts of the two Churches to establish
fraternal relations. When the Methodist Episcopal Church,
South, sent Dr. Lovick Pierce to the General Conference of the
Methodist Episcopal Church, in 1848, the latter refused to
receive him as a fraternal delegate. Not until 1874 did the
Methodist Episcopal Church send fraternal delegates to the
Church, South. The General Conference, in Louisville,
Kentucky, received these delegates on May 8, 1874. Should the
Church, South, reciprocate? The wounds of the Civil War and
Reconstruction were still painful, and the rebuff of 1848 had not
yet been allowed to fade from memory. The author of the letter
may have been urging his Southern brethren to forget the scars
and insults, inflicted by Northern Christians "actuated by the
clearest convictions of their consciences." Providence had
destroyed slavery after it had fulfilled its "mission" (namely,
facilitating the evangelization of the slaves) and had thereby
broken down the only real barrier between Southern and
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Northern Methodism. Should the Church, South, send fraternal
delegates to the Northern General Conference. "By all means!"
would be the import of this "Remarkable Letter."

The conclusion of the present investigation is that the letter
,in question, very probably a forgery, was intended to influence
the Church, South, to move toward reunion with the Northern
Church. She did, indeed, send fraternal delegates to the 1876
General Conference, held in Baltimore, Maryland. Lovick Pierce,

, who had been rejected in 1848, now a 92-year-old veteran, was
again chosen by the South. He declared to the General Con
ference, "There is but one Methodism in the United States of
America, and you and we together make up this one
Methodism."6 Thus it is possible that Bishop Capers' name may
have had some influence in the reunion of the two branches of
the Church he had served for almost half a century.:7

-\

6. I'Address of Dr. Lovick Pierce," New York Christian Advocate, May 18,
1876, p. 153.

7. For full discussion and documentation of the whole affair, see Reily's
"William Capers: an evaluation of his life and thought," unpublished doctoral
dissertation, Emory University, 1972, especially pp. 270-275.
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