
 

               

 

   
 

  
 

    
 

 
   

 
 

   
 

  
  

  
 

  
 

  
  

 
  

 
  

    
 

   

   
    

   
 

  
  
   

    
   
   

 
  

   
    

Transcribed Excerpts from "Open Letter to President 
(William) McKinley by Colored People of Massachusetts," 

October 3, 1899 
OPEN LETTER TO PRESIDENT McKINLEY BY 

Colored People 0f Massachusetts. 

"Not as Suppliants do we President Our Claims, but as American Citizens." 

The Colored People of Boston and vicinity, through the Colored National League, at a mass meeting 
held in the Charles Street church, Tuesday evening, October 3d, 1899, addressed an Open Letter to 
President Mckinley. 

The reading of the letter by MR. Archibald H. Grimké, Chairman of the committee, was listened to with 
marked attention and interest, and at the conclusion of its reading the letter was adopted by the 
meeting with significant unanimity. 

The letter was forwarded to President McKinley, signed by the officers of the meeting and others. 

BOSTON, MASS., October 3, 1899. 
Hon. William McKinley, 

President of the United States, 
Sir: — 
We, colored people of Massachusetts in mass meeting assembled to consider our oppressions and the 
state of the country relative to the same, have resolved to address ourselves to you in an open letter, 
notwithstanding your extraordinary, your incomprehensible silence on the subject of our wrongs in your 
annual and other messages to Congress, as in your public utterances to the country at large. We 
address ourselves to you, sir not as suppliants, but as of right, as American citizens, whose servant you 
are, and to whom you are bound to listen, and for whom you are equally bound to speak, and upon 
occasion to act, as for any other body of your fellow-countrymen in like circumstances. We ask nothing 
for ourselves at your hands, as chief magistrate of the republic, to which all American citizens are not 
entitled. We ask for the enjoyment of life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness equally with other men. 
We ask for the free and full exercise of all the rights of American freemen, guaranteed to us by the 
Constitution and laws of the Union, which you were solemnly sworn to obey and execute. We ask you 
for what belongs to us by the high sanction of Constitution and law, and the Democratic genius of our 
institutions and civilization. These rights are everywhere throughout the South denied to us, violently 
wrested from us by mobs, by lawless legislatures, and nullifying conventions, combinations, and 
conspiracies, openly, defiantly, under your eyes, in your constructive and actual presence. And we 
demand, which is a part of our rights, protection, security in our life, our liberty, and in the pursuit of 
our individual and social happiness under a government, which we are bound to defend in war, and 
which is equally bound to furnish us in peace protection, at home and abroad. 
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We have suffered, sir, — God knows how much we have suffered! — since your accession to office, at 
the hands of a country professing to be Christian, but which is not Christian, from the hate and 
violence of a people claiming to be civilized, but who are not civilized, and you have seen our 
sufferings, witnessed from your high place our awful wrongs and miseries, and yet you have at no time 
and on no occasion opened your lips in our behalf. Why … 

The suppression, the terror wrought at the South is so complete, so ever-present, so awful, that no 
negro's life or property is safe for a day who ventures to raise his voice to heaven in indignant protest 
… We, sir, at this crisis and extremity in the life of our race in the South, and in this crisis and 
extremity of the republic as well, in the presence of the civilized world, cry to you to pause, if but for 
an hour, in pursuit of your national policy of "criminal aggression" abroad to consider the "criminal 
aggression" at home against humanity and American citizenship … 

Had, eighteen months ago, the Cuban revolution to throw off the yoke of Spain, or the attempt of 
Spain to subdue the Cuban rebellion, any federal aspect? We believe that you and the Congress of the 
United States thought that they had, and therefore used, finally, the armed force of the nation to expel 
Spain from that island. Why? Was it because "the people of the Island of Cuba are, and of right ought 
to be free and independent?" You and the Congress said as much, and may we fervently pray, sir, in 
passing, that the freedom and independence of that brave people shall not much longer be denied 
them by our government? But to resume, there was another consideration which, in your judgment, 
gave to the Cuban question a federal aspect, which provoke at last the armed interposition of our 
government in the affairs of that island, and this was "the chronic condition of disturbance in Cuba so 
injurious and menacing to our interests and tranquillity (sic), as well as shocking to our sentiments of 
humanity." Wherefore you presently fulfilled "a duty to humanity by ending a situation, the indefinite 
prolongation of which had become insufferable." 

Mr. President, had that "chronic condition of disturbance in Cuba so injurious and menacing to our 
interest and tranquillity as well as shocking to our sentiments of humanity," which you wished to 
terminate and did terminate, a federal aspect, while that not less "chronic condition of disturbance" in 
the South, which is a thousand times more "injurious and menacing to our interests and tranquillity," 
as well as far more "shocking to our sentiments of humanity," or ought to be, none whatever? Is it 
better to be Cuban revolutionists fighting for Cuban independence than American citizens striving to 
do their simple duty at home? Or is it better only in case those American citizens doing their simple 
duty at home happen to be negroes residing in the Southern States? 

Are crying national transgressions and injustices more "injurious and menacing" to the Republic, as 
well as "shocking to its sentiments of humanity," when committed by a foreign state, in foreign 
territory, against a foreign people, than when they are committed by a portion of our own people at 
home? There were those of our citizens who did not think that the Cuban question possessed any 
federal aspect, while there were others who thought otherwise; and these, having the will and power 
eventually found a way to suppress a menacing danger to the country and a wrong against humanity at 
the same time. Where there is a will among constitutional lawyers and rulers, Mr. President, there is 
ever a way; but where there is no will, there is no way. Shall it be said that the federal government, 
with arms of Briareus, reaching to the utmost limits of the habitable globe for the protection of its 
citizens, for the liberation of alien islanders and the subjugation of others, is powerless to guarantee to 
certain of its citizens at home their inalienable right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, 
because those citizens happen to be negroes residing in the Southern section of our country? Do the 
colored people of the United States deserve equal consideration with the Cuban people at the hands of 
your administration, and shall they, though late, receive it? If, sir, you have the disposition, as we 



 
 

  

know that you have the power, we are confident that you will be able to find a constitutional way to 
reach us in our extremity, and our enemies also, who are likewise enemies to great public interests and 
national tranquillity … 


