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PEOPLE’S GOVERNMENT

Late in June 1863, General Robert E. Lee crossed the Potomac River
and moved his Confederate army rapidly through Maryland into Penn-
sylvania. On July 1 his troops met the Union army, commanded by
General George G. Meade, at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. After three
days of fierce fighting, with thousands of casualties, Lee’s greatly weak-
ened army began to retreat. Lincoln was disappointed that Lee’s army
was able to escape, but he realized that the Confederates had suffered
a decisive defeat. ”I am very grateful to Meade,” he said, “for the great
service he did at Gettysburg.” The Gettysburg battle marked the peak
of the Confederate effort. Never again were the Confederates able to
invade the North, and they never came close to winning the war after
that time.

Four months after the bloody encounter—on November 19, 1863—
when a national cemetery was dedicated on the Gettysburg battle-
field, Lincoln delivered perhaps his most famous address. Edward
Everett, famed for his oratory, spoke first, talking for almost two hours.
Lincoln’s address lasted only a couple of minutes. Afterward, it is said,
Everett took Lincoln’s hand and told him, "My speech will soon be
forgotten; yours never will be. How gladly | would exchange my hun-
dred pages for your twenty lines!” Everett was right. His own speech
was soon forgotten, whereas Lincoln’s brief address came to be re-
garded as one of the most powerful statements of the democratic out-
look ever made.

Questions to Consider. Why was Everett so impressed with Lincoln’s
address? Lincoln once said that his basic political ideas came from the
Declaration of Independence. Do you think this influence appears in the
Gettysburg Address? What in Lincoln’s opinion was the basic meaning
of the Civil War? To what extent was style, as well as substance, im-
portant in the address Lincoln wrote for the Gettysburg dedication?



Abraham Lincoln. Lincoln grew his beard after he became presi-
dent in order to lend himself dignity and, perhaps, to disguise what
he feared was a “homely” face. (Library of Congress)
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The Gettysburg Address (1863)

ABRAHAM LINCOLN
Fourscore and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a

new nation, conceived in liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all
men are created equal.
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Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or
any nation so conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a
great battle-field of that war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field
as a final resting-place for those who here gave their lives that that nation
might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we
cannot hallow—this ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled
here, have consecrated it far above our poor power to add or detract. The
world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never
forget what they did here. It is for us, the living, rather, to be dedicated here
to the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly
advanced. It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining
before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that
cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion; that we here
highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain; that this nation,
under God, shall have a new birth of freedom; and that government of the
people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.



