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Excerpt from the Eulogy of Henry Clay  
 

ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

 

On July 6, 1852, at the Statehouse in Springfield, Abraham Lincoln delivered a stirring 

eulogy for the Kentucky Senator Henry Clay (1777–1852), who Lincoln regarded as his 

“beau ideal of a statesman.” From 1803 until 1848, Clay was an active statesman, 

serving in the House of Representatives, the Senate, as Speaker of the House, and as 

Secretary of State. He is most known for his role in brokering a series of compromises 

that prevented the North and South from splitting. His most important legislative events 

include: the Missouri Compromise of 1820, the Nullification Crisis, and the Compromise 

of 1850, for which he was called out of retirement. Although a slave-owner, Clay favored 

the gradual elimination of slavery. 

 

How does Lincoln describe “the Great Compromiser?” What were his “leading 

qualities,” and why did they make him so “rare”? In his speech, Lincoln praises Clay’s 

role as preserver of the Union. What did the “Union” mean to Clay, and why did he give 

so much of his life to it, according to Lincoln? What is the relationship between Union 

and liberty? What does Lincoln say about Clay’s views on slavery? How can Clay be 

deeply devoted to “the cause of human liberty” yet be a slave-owner? What does Lincoln 

say his audience should learn from Clay’s example, and how should they act in regard to 

the “late slavery question”? Why does Lincoln end the eulogy with an appeal to “Divine 

Providence”? 

 

On the fourth day of July, 1776, the people of a few feeble and oppressed colonies of 

Great Britain, inhabiting a portion of the Atlantic coast of North America, publicly 

declared their national independence, and made their appeal to the justice of their cause, 

and to the God of battles, for the maintenance of that declaration. That people were few 

in numbers, and without resources, save only their own wise heads and stout hearts. 

Within the first year of that declared independence, and while its maintenance was yet 

problematical—while the bloody struggle between those resolute rebels, and their 

haughty would-be-masters, was still waging, of undistinguished parents, and in an 

obscure district of one of those colonies, Henry Clay was born. The infant nation, and the 

infant child began the race of life together. For three quarters of a century they have 

travelled hand in hand. They have been companions ever. The nation has passed its 

perils, and is free, prosperous, and powerful. The child has reached his manhood, his 
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middle age, his old age, and is dead. In all that has concerned the nation the man ever 

sympathized; and now the nation mourns for the man. . . . 

 

[T]he period from the beginning of Mr. Clay’s official life, in 1803, to the end of it in 

1852, is but one year short of half a century; and that the sum of all the intervals in it, will 

not amount to ten years. But mere duration of time in office, constitutes the smallest part 

of Mr. Clay's history. Throughout that long period, he has constantly been the most 

loved, and most implicitly followed by friends, and the most dreaded by opponents, of all 

living American politicians. In all the great questions which have agitated the country, 

and particularly in those great and fearful crises, the Missouri question—the Nullification 

question, and the late slavery question, as connected with the newly acquired territory, 

involving and endangering the stability of the Union, his has been the leading and most 

conspicuous part. . . . The spell—the long enduring spell—with which the souls of men 

were bound to him, is a miracle. Who can compass it? It is probably true he owed his pre-

eminence to no one quality, but to a fortunate combination of several. He was 

surpassingly eloquent; but many eloquent men fail utterly; and they are not, as a class, 

generally successful. His judgment was excellent; but many men of good judgment, live 

and die unnoticed. His will was indomitable; but this quality often secures to its owner 

nothing better than a character for useless obstinacy. These then were Mr. Clay’s leading 

qualities. No one of them is very uncommon; but all taken together are rarely combined 

in a single individual; and this is probably the reason why such men as Henry Clay are so 

rare in the world. 

 

Mr. Clay’s eloquence did not consist, as many fine specimens of eloquence does [do], 

of types and figures—of antithesis, and elegant arrangement of words and sentences; but 

rather of that deeply earnest and impassioned tone, and manner, which can proceed only 

from great sincerity and a thorough conviction, in the speaker of the justice and 

importance of his cause. This it is, that truly touches the chords of sympathy; and those 

who heard Mr. Clay never failed to be moved by it, or ever afterwards, forgot the 

impression. All his efforts were made for practical effect. He never spoke merely to be 

heard. He never delivered a Fourth of July oration, or an eulogy on an occasion like this. 

As a politician or statesman, no one was so habitually careful to avoid all sectional 

ground. Whatever he did, he did for the whole country. In the construction of his 

measures he ever carefully surveyed every part of the field, and duly weighed every 

conflicting interest. Feeling, as he did, and as the truth surely is, that the world’s best 

hope depended on the continued Union of these States, he was ever jealous of, and 

watchful for, whatever might have the slightest tendency to separate them. 
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       Mr. Clay’s predominant sentiment, from first to last, was a deep devotion to the 

cause of human liberty—a strong sympathy with the oppressed everywhere, and an 

ardent wish for their elevation. With him, this was a primary and all controlling passion. 

Subsidiary to this was the conduct of his whole life. He loved his country partly because 

it was his own country, but mostly because it was a free country; and he burned with a 

zeal for its advancement, prosperity and glory, because he saw in such, the advancement, 

prosperity and glory, of human liberty, human right and human nature. He desired the 

prosperity of his countrymen partly because they were his countrymen, but chiefly to 

show to the world that freemen could be prosperous. 

 

That his views and measures were always the wisest, needs not to be affirmed; nor 

should it be, on this occasion, where so many, thinking differently, join in doing honor to 

his memory. A free people, in times of peace and quiet—when pressed by no common 

danger—naturally divide into parties. At such times the man who is of neither party, is 

not—cannot be, of any consequence. Mr. Clay, therefore, was of a party. Taking a 

prominent part, as he did, in all the great political questions of his country for the last half 

century, the wisdom of his course on many, is doubted and denied by a large portion of 

his countrymen; and of such it is not now proper to speak particularly. But there are many 

others, about his course upon which, there is little or no disagreement amongst intelligent 

and patriotic Americans. Of these last are the War of 1812, the Missouri question, 

Nullification, and the now recent compromise measures. . . . 

 

Having been led to allude to domestic slavery so frequently already, I am unwilling to 

close without referring more particularly to Mr. Clay’s views and conduct in regard to it. 

He ever was on principle and in feeling, opposed to slavery. The very earliest, and one of 

the latest public efforts of his life, separated by a period of more than fifty years, were 

both made in favor of gradual emancipation of the slaves in Kentucky. He did not 

perceive, that on a question of human right, the negroes were to be excepted from the 

human race. And yet Mr. Clay was the owner of slaves. Cast into life where slavery was 

already widely spread and deeply seated, he did not perceive, as I think no wise man has 

perceived, how it could be at once eradicated, without producing a greater evil, even to 

the cause of human liberty itself. His feeling and his judgment, therefore, ever led him to 

oppose both extremes of opinion on the subject. Those who would shiver into fragments 

the Union of these States; tear to tatters its now venerated constitution; and even burn the 

last copy of the Bible, rather than slavery should continue a single hour, together with all 

their more halting sympathizers, have received, and are receiving their just execration; 

and the name, and opinions, and influence of Mr. Clay, are fully, and, as I trust, 
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effectually and enduringly, arrayed against them. But I would also, if I could, array his 

name, opinions, and influence against the opposite extreme—against a few, but an 

increasing number of men, who, for the sake of perpetuating slavery, are beginning to 

assail and to ridicule the white man’s charter of freedom—the declaration that “all men 

are created free and equal.” So far as I have learned, the first American, of any note, to do 

or attempt this, was the late John C. Calhoun; and if I mistake not, it soon after found its 

way into some of the messages of the Governors of South Carolina. . . . . 

 

But Henry Clay is dead. His long and eventful life is closed. Our country is 

prosperous and powerful; but could it have been quite all it has been, and is, and is to be, 

without Henry Clay? Such a man the times have demanded, and such, in the providence 

of God was given us. But he is gone. Let us strive to deserve, as far as mortals may, the 

continued care of Divine Providence, trusting that, in future national emergencies, He 

will not fail to provide us the instruments of safety and security.  


