Contrabands of War
Benjamin Butler to Winfield Scott, May 24, 1861
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“ …On Thursday night three negroes, field hands belonging to Col. Charles K. Mallory now in command of the secession forces in this district, delivered themselves up to my picket guard…I determined for the present and until better advised as these men were very serviceable and I had great need of labor in my quartermaster’s department to avail myself of their services, and that I would send a receipt to Colonel Mallory that I had so taken them as I would for any other property of a private citizen which the exigencies of the service seemed to require to be taken by me, and especially property that was designed, adapted and about to be used against the United States….Major Cary demanded to know with regard to the negroes what course I intended to pursue. I answered him substantially as I have written above when he desired to know if I did not feel myself bound by my constitutional obligations to deliver up fugitives under the fugitive-slave act. To this I replied that the fugitive-slave act did not affect a foreign country which Virginia claimed to be and that she must reckon it one of the infelicities of her position that in so far at least she was taken at her word.”

Simon Cameron to Benjamin Butler, May 30, 1861
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 “Your action in respect to the negroes who came in your lines from the service of the rebels is approved….You will employ such persons in the service to which they may be best adapted, keeping an account of the labor by them performed, of the value of it and of the expense of their maintenance. The question of their final disposition will be reserved for future determination.”

Gen. Benjamin Butler

Lincoln’s First Annual Message (December 3, 1861)

“... Under and by virtue of the act of Congress entitled "An act to confiscate property used for insurrectionary purposes," approved August 6, 1861, the legal claims of certain persons to the labor and service of certain other persons have become forfeited, and numbers of the latter thus liberated are already dependent on the United States and must be provided for in some way.”
For more details, see “Contraband of War,” Emancipation Digital Classroom (2012) http://housedivided.dickinson.edu/sites/emancipation/2012/07/14/contraband-of-war/ 

