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Kentucky Senator HENRY CLAY earned his reputation 
as the “Great Compromiser” for his tireless efforts to 
find “common ground” between North and South. 
 
 

One of 16 siblings, Clay grew up on a farm in 
Virginia.  He began his career as a lawyer, and soon 

married Lucretia Hart.  Although the couple had 11 
children, only four of them survived.  In 1811, Clay was elected 
to the House of Representatives.  On his very first day in 
Congress, he was chosen as Speaker of the House, a position 
that has never been granted to a first-term Congressman before 
or since.  He then served in the Senate, and launched his first of 
five unsuccessful campaigns for President.  
 
Although Clay represented Kentucky and owned slaves himself, 
he did not join the other Southern Senators in their fight against 
the abolitionist North.  Clay cared deeply about preserving the 
Union, and tried to find solutions that both sides could accept.  If 
the North were to ban the buying and selling of slaves, he knew 
the South would call for secession—leaving the Union and 
declaring itself a separate country.  But Clay also understood that 
the North would not back down while citizens could still legally 
buy and sell slaves.  In 1850, Clay thought he had found an 
answer.  He believed that passing the Fugitive Slave Act would 
satisfy slaveholders, while admitting California to the Union as a 
free state would do the same for abolitionists.  But although the 
Senate passed the Compromise 
of 1850, tensions continued to 
run high.  Even Clay’s brilliant 
plan could not stop the great and 
inevitable Civil War that was to 
come. 
 
 
Clay died in Washington, D.C. at 
the age of 75, two years after 
his Compromise became law.  
His tombstone honors the Union 
he loved, reading: “I know no 
North – no South – no East – no West.” 
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JOHN C. CALHOUN was a South Carolina 
senator who tirelessly supported the right 
of Southerners to own slaves. 
 
 
Calhoun had a long political career before 
he was elected to the Senate in 1832.  A 
graduate of Yale University, he ran for 
President and lost, serving instead as Vice 
President, Secretary of War and Secretary 
of State.  During this time, he married his 

cousin, Floride Bonneau Colhoun, and together they raised their 
10 children.  Throughout his terms in office, Calhoun earned the 
nickname “cast-iron man,” because he always spoke out strongly 
to defend his beliefs. 
 
As leader of the Southern minority in the Senate, Calhoun 
refused to budge on issues of slavery.  He firmly opposed 
abolitionist laws, claiming that each state had the right to decide 
such matters for itself.  Calhoun even went so far as to call the 
Southern system a “positive good,” believing that “negroes” were 
unable to take care of themselves, 
and did better under slavery than 
they would on their own.  If Northern 
senators banned the buying and 
selling of slaves, Calhoun would call 
for secession—urging the South to 
leave the Union and declare itself a 
separate country.  
 
 
When Senators debated the Fugitive 
Slave Act in 1850, Calhoun stood 
and spoke passionately in support of 
the law, despite his serious illness 
and old age.  He died of tuberculosis that very same year. 
Although Southern politicians viewed the Act’s passage as a 
victory for slaveholders, it came at a price.  In exchange, 
California was admitted to the Union as a free state.  And the 
South would soon find that nothing—not even the Fugitive Slave 
Act—could stop slaves from seeking a life free from chains.  



JOHN C. BRECKINRIDGE (1821- 1875) 
was a pro-slavery Senator from the 
state of Kentucky.  He was also the 
Vice President of the United States 
under President James Buchanan. Still 
to this date, Breckinridge—just 36 
years old when he was elected—is  
the youngest man ever to serve as  
Vice President of the United States. 
 
In 1860, Breckinridge ran for President 
against Abraham Lincoln.  He had 
strong support from Southern states, 
but his pro-slavery views did not win 
him many votes in the North.  Soon 
after his unsuccessful campaign, 

Breckenridge was elected to the U. S. Senate.  But Breckenridge 
did not last long in that office.  Once the Civil War began, He was 
thrown out of the Senate in 1861 for his support of the South.  
When Kentucky, known as a Border State, decided to remain a 
part of the Union, Breckenridge broke with his state and chose to 
fight on the side of the Confederate South. 
  
During the Civil War, Breckinridge became a 
Major General in the Confederate army.  By 
1864, he had become the Secretary of War 
for the new nation of Southern states, 
known as the Confederacy.  At the end of 
the Civil War, Breckinridge did all he could 
to ensure an honorable and peaceful 
surrender for the South.  
 
As a slave owner himself, John Breckinridge 
was a strong supporter of the Fugitive Slave 
Act.  Breckinridge believed in the property 
rights of slaveholders, and was most happy 
to see a law enacted that helped to protect 
the plantation owners’ right to own slaves. 
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STEPHEN A. DOUGLAS (1813 - 1861) was a 
United States Senator from the mid-
western state of Illinois.  Senator Douglas 
was nicknamed the “Little Giant” because 
he was barely five feet tall, but had a giant 
political career.  He is most famous as the 
man who ran for President unsuccessfully 
against Abraham Lincoln in 1860.   
 
In the Senate, Douglas was known as a 
leader skilled in the art of debate, and the 
Lincoln-Douglas Debates held during the 
1860 campaign for President became the 
most important public arguments on the 
subject of slavery in American history.  

Although Senator Douglas believed that slavery laws should be 
left to the States, he himself was not a slave owner.  He was a 
strong defender of democracy and believed that the People 
should have the final say.  He felt that the lawmakers in 
Washington D.C. should, whenever possible, stay out of local 
affairs—slavery included.  
 
As chairman of the Committee on Territories, Douglas was one  
of the most powerful men in the Senate in the 1850’s. He had a 
talent for writing laws that both political parties could agree 
upon.  Along with Senator Henry Clay, Douglas was responsible 
for the passage of the Compromise of 1850, which included the 
Fugitive Slave Act.  However, just four years later he reopened 
the slavery question with the controversial Kansas-Nebraska Act 
that allowed the people of these new territories to decide for 
themselves whether or not to have slaves 
(though slavery had been outlawed in 
these territories by earlier compromises). 
The protest against this new Act led to a 
new political movement headed by 
Abraham Lincoln—the Republican Party. 
 
Senator Douglas supported the Fugitive 
Slave Act because he thought it would 
help preserve the Union. 
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WILLIAM SEWARD—famous abolitionist—was a 
Senator from New York who tirelessly fought 
to outlaw slavery once and for all. 
 
 
After graduating from Union College with 
honors, Seward became a United States 
Senator at age 29.  He had already married 
Frances Adeline Miller, whose desire for 
abolition was stronger even than his.  
Together, they raised five children. 
 

In the Senate, Seward refused to budge on issues of slavery.   
He firmly believed that imprisoning another human being was 
morally wrong, and opposed the slave system every chance he 
could.  Seward knew that if he won the Senate battle, 
successfully banning the buying and selling of slaves, the South 
would likely secede—leaving the Union and declaring itself a 
separate country.  Still, despite threats from slaveholders, 
Seward stood firm, with his wife Franny by his side. 
 
In 1850, Seward’s best efforts failed and the Fugitive Slave Act 
passed into law, criminalizing anyone who helped runaway slaves 
find freedom in the North.  Now, Seward faced a difficult 
decision.  Although he strongly opposed the Fugitive Act, he 
prided himself on being a model 
citizen.  Would he continue to aid 
fugitives in their time of need—
breaking the law of the country he 
loved?  Or would he follow the 
rules, standing by as runaways 
were dragged back South to meet 
their fate in chains? 
 
 
In later life, Seward ran for 
President and lost, serving instead 
as Secretary of State to Abraham 
Lincoln.  He died at the age of 71.  
Franny captured her husband’s memory with three simple words 
on his tombstone: “He was faithful.”  
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