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‘Peace Letter”
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A copy of Robert E. Lee’s “peace letter” to Jefferson Davis, September 8, 1862.
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Such a proposition coming from us at this time,
could in no way be regarded as suing for peace, but
being made when it is in our power to inflict injury
upon our adversary, would show conclusively to the
world that our sole object is the establishment of our
independence, and the attainment of an honorable
peace. The rejection of this offer would prove to the
country that the responsibility of the continuance of the
war does not rest upon us, but that the party in power
in the United States elect to prosecute it for purposes of
their own. The proposal of peace would enable the
people of the United States to determine at their coming
elections whether they will support those who favor a
prolongation of the war, or those who wish to bring it to
a termination, which can but be productive of good to
both parties without affecting the honor of either.

[ have the honor to be with high respect,

Your ob’t servant,
R. E. Lee

General.

A copy of Lee’s “peace letter,” in the collec-
tions of the National Archives, is reprinted here.!
One of Lee’s eminent biographers, Douglas
Southall Freeman, claims this letter was Lee’s
“first and almost last adventure” in diplomacy on
behalf of the Confederates.2 The Union Army’s
arrival in mid-Maryland changed the situation on
the ground, and the ensuing Battle of Antietam
on September 1/ sent Lee and his men back into
Virginia. Whether because of the changing mili-
tary fortunes or because he did not care for the
idea, there is no evidence that Davis ever replied
to Lee’s proposal. The war would drag on for
another two and a half years.

Dean Herrin is the National Park Service Coordinator
of the Catoctin Center for Regional Studies.

1 Record Group 109, War Department Collection of Con-
federate Records, Entry 4, Documents Printed in the
War of the Rebellion, National Archives, Washington,
DC. The author would like to thank DeAnne Blanton of
the National Archives for her assistance in finding this
document.

2 Douglas Southall Freeman, R.E. Lee: A Biography, Vol. ||
(New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1934), 358.
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