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On November 19, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln spoke at the dedication of the Soldiers' 

National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. This occurred after the Battle of Gettysburg 

( July 1-3, 1863) during the American War Between the States (or Civil War), where at least 

23,000 Americans were killed, wounded, captured or went missing. As the solemn occasion 

of 159 years ago honored those who served and died in battle, a reading of President Lin-

coln's Gettysburg Address has long served as an essential component of Memorial Day cere-

monies across America. 

  

The featured speaker of the dedication was not President Lincoln, but Edward Everett, a well 

known statesman, esteemed member of academia and duly recognized as a powerful orator 

of his day. Here at Gettysburg, Mr. Everett did not disappoint as he delivered an eloquent two 

hour speech of over 13,000 words without any notes. In contrast, President Lincoln followed 

Mr. Everett's masterpiece with a two minute speech of roughly 271 words. Yet present day, it 

is Lincoln's words that live on in the pantheon of great American speeches. 

  

On the day following the ceremony, Everett himself  wrote to Lincoln, “I wish that I could 

flatter myself  that I had come as near to the central idea of the occasion in two hours as you 

did in two minutes.” (1) 

  

Shortly thereafter, Lincoln returned the kind sentiments accompanied by a manuscript of his 

short speech. “In our respective parts … you could not have been excused to make a short 

address, nor I a long one,” Lincoln told Everett. “I am pleased to know that, in your judg-

ment, the little I did say was not entirely a failure." (2) 

  

Although The Gettysburg Address is a deep rooted benchmark in our beloved Nation's histo-

ry, its exact wording has been disputed throughout the ages. Currently, there are five known 

manuscripts (3) bearing the author's handwriting, but their respective wording differs from 

one another.  

 

The following page offers the most widely accepted version of President Lincoln's Gettysburg 

Address. 
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"Four score 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. 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 battlefield 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 can not dedicate—we can not consecrate—we can not 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." 
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