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“Nashville, Tennessee 

Dec. 31. 1860 

R. M Corwin, Esq 

 Cincinnati, 

  Ohio. 

 

 Dear Sir: I received your speech in the slip sent me by you. I was such a speech as I would have expected 

you, or any other patriot to have made at a public meeting in which the consideration of the Union was the subject of 

discussion. But, Corwin, I sincerely fear that the preservation of the Union is now beyond the reach of all the 

conservative element of the Country. I need not say to you that I am a Union man—You know me. But I will say, that if 

the sacrifice of my life would save this Union, and cause the blessings of this beloved Government handed down to 

my children, as it came to me, no martyr ever mounted the scaffold with more courage or more willingness than I 

would do. To undertake to sustain a Government created by and dependent upon the will of the people, against the 

will of that, is simply absurd. To undertake to force a large minority to submit to what that minority supposes to be a 

violation of its rights, for the purpose of saving the Union, is equally absurd. For the North to undertake to force 

obedience, on the part of the South, to the views of the North, would be absolute folly. The North, perhaps, by force 

of its superior numbers and munitions of war, might exterminate the South – conquer it, they never could. You know 

this is the Southern character. I” 
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“make this statement because I know it to be true, and because things seem to me to be drifting in the direction of 

just such a crisis. Lives there a true patriot whose heart does not sicken at the contemplation of such a calamity and 

who would not do all he could to avert such a calamity? Corwin, this state of affairs will be realized and disastrously to 

our beloved country, unless the difficulties between the North and South can be adjusted. How can this be done? 

 There are many men in the South who are still striving to save the Union, and I am one of them. But I must 

say that the rights of the South have been violated by the North, and in this opinion the South is a unit, and that 

these wrongs ought to be redressed, the entire South insists upon. The only difference amongst us being as to the 

mode and manner of redress. Some insist upon the immediate secession of the States, separately; others for the 

immediate secession of the whole South. And these two parties constitute a decided majority, in my opinion, of the 

South; while there is a third party, called the Union party, that insists upon making a fair and patient effort to have 

their rights in the Union, and this class is a very large minority. In making this classification. I do not wish you to be 

misled by the idea that I am speaking of the politicians only, the people are thus classed. Now, my only hope is in the 

plan suggested by the Union men – so called (do not think that there is so large a Union party in the South; for I state 

to you in all candor that there is no party in the South that is for remaining in the Union. Except upon the condition of 

a first and equitable settlement of these differences) which plan may possibly prevent” 
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“further secession, until we can have a Southern convention, to meet at some early day. In which all or most of the 

Southern States shall be represented; and their to take counsel together and in a calm, decision and yet determined 

manner, present our grievances to our Northern brethren and ask that they be redressed. This application shall 

contain nothing to which we are not justly entitled under the Constitution, and is due to our equality as fifteen States 

of this Union. This being done in the proper spirit, I should be greatly disappointed if our Northern friends did not 

entertain the application; and should be still more disappointed if they did not at once accord to us all the 

constitutional rights to which we are entitled. In that event peace, harmony and prosperity would be permanently 

restored. But should the North not entertain this, then the South would be justified, before the world and in the 

consciences of its people, in availing itself of the only remedy left, for the violated rights and oppression of minorities 

– revolution. But to dissolve the Union without some such effort upon the part of the South, would be both unwise 

and fail to exhibit that care for the Union that patriots should have.  

 We had a meeting, in this city, on Saturday last, and adopted resolutions proposing such a conference of the 

Southern States as I have mentioned. It was a very large meeting of the citizen; and yet, it was with the utmost 



difficulty that the resolutions passed. Without the amendment to the report of the committee, with the last resolution, 

it would have been impossible to have passed them. I ask your attention to those resolutions, the body of which was 

reported by one of our most conservative citizens.  

 Whether any considerable portion of the Southern States will join in this conference, I cannot tell. I do hope 

and trust at least” 
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“the border States will. If they do, and speedily, it may have some influence on the Cotton States, or some of them. 

This is my main hope, such as it is, for the salvation of the union.  

 Another gleam of hope was that the Republican party in Congress, seeing the state of affairs, would at once 

have made some proposition for adjustment and settlement of the question that would have been to the South just, 

and that the South would have accepted it, and the matter, by that means, have been decided. But it does seem to 

me that the people of the North do not understand and appreciate the true condition and determination of the 

South; or, if they do, that they are regardless of this determination; or then that they are reckless as to the safety of 

the Union; or further, that they desire a dissolution and destruction of the Government with all its consequences. For I 

tell you, Corwin, in all sincerity and honesty, that as sure as the sun rises and sets, unless the South is restored to its 

rights; or unless it is made to believe its equality, under the Constitution, in the Union, will be granted, it will go out of 

the Union. Let the consequences be what they may; and all the Union men in the States cannot prevent it. 

 I am pained to see evidences of the increasing disposition upon the part of the conservative masses of the 

people, in this state, to embrace the idea of immediate secession by the entire South; and hence, my great anxiety to 

have this conference. So that the action of the people may be stayed until that time. If we can only get time for our 

own people to think and thereby act calmly and deliberately, and give your people the same opportunity. I have hope 

for the Union.” 
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 “Now Corwin, I have written this statement of facts to you. So that you may be informed as to the true 

condition of matters, and not be misled by telegrams, newspapers and other perverted sensation sources; then, you 

can act understandingly in your own State, believing that you can feel the same solicitude for the preservation of the 

Union that I do, and that you are striving for the same end.  

 May God so direct the efforts of the lovers of the Union that peace and harmony may be restored to our 

distracted country. 

     Yours truly 

      John S. Brien” 
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“To  

R. M. Corwin, Esq 

From  

John S. Brien 

Original Copy 

Dec. 31, 1860 

 


