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PREFACE

The man who elects to play the role of peacemaker may, if he succeeds, be
soon buried in historical oblivion, for it is the perverse tendency of man-
kind to glorify war but to forget those who surmount crises by thought
rather than by threat. A peacemaker who fails, on the other hand, is
likely to receive for his efforts only resounding curses from both the
warring camps. Such was the fate of James Buchanan.

His presidential career was dedicated to peace, but his administra-
tion culminated in a frenzy of secession which was immediately followed by
a civil war of unprecedented fury. These events challenge our interest and
curiosity. Why was Buchanan’s peace policy unproductive? To what degree
was its failure attributable to the chief executive, or to the people who
chose him as their representative, or to the existing method of government?

James Buchanan, fifteenth president of the United States, remains
one of the least known statesmen of the American nation. To date the
only useful biography of him is the two-volume documentary work by
George Ticknor Curtis which was published in 1883 and financed by
Buchanan’s heirs. Many people remember Buchanan only as the bachelor
in the White House who either caused the Civil War or who ought, some-
how, to have prevented it. It is time, a century after the end of his presi-
dential term, to re-create the life of James Buchanan and to reconsider his
place in the American heritage.

A good many years ago, Professor Frederick L. Schuman, then
at the University of Chicago, put me to work on Buchanan’s diplomatic
career. Later, at the University of Pennsylvania, Professors St. George
Leakin Sioussat and Roy F. Nichols guided me in the study of Buchanan’s
early activities in politics and encouraged me to project a biography of him.
The present volume, which grew slowly and was completed only after many
interruptions, is the fruit of their suggestion.

After preparing what would have been a more extensive work, I
concluded that it would serve a better purpose to present not an exhaustive
but a concise account of Buchanan’s career, with the primary emphasis on
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balance. Thus, while I have tried to treat at least briefly all the episodes
which Buchanan thought important, I could not in a book of this size give
the details of all the activities of a man who served almost continuously in
public office from 1813 to 1861. I have sought, however, to deal with the
subject in 2 constructively critical spirit; that is, to consider Buchanan’s
problems with understanding, but without any desire either to exalt or to
degrade him for the decisions he made. The reader may decide the wisdom
or the error of his ways.

The Buchanan described by his own contemporaries in the years
before 1861 is a person very different from the Buchanan portrayed by
many writers of post-Civil War reminiscences. This biography seeks to
present the former. Buchanan’s associates up to the outbreak of the war
judged him by values and standards then prevalent; but the war changed
many of these patterns. Jeremish S. Black in 1879 complained that the
story of Buchanan’s life had “never been honestly told.” “‘Abolition lies,”
he wrote, “will take the place of history, ‘and none shall see the day when
the cloud will pass away.” ” The existence of sharply conflicting opinions
about Buchanan means that the modern biographer must bear a heavy
responsibility to prove his interpretation. Hence, this work will be docu-
mented in detail, mostly by reference to manuscripts and newspapers of
the pre-Civil War era.

The presentation is chronological, and material has been selected
for emphasis chiefly according to Buchanan’s own concept of what was
important or trivial. However, I have sketched only the main lines of
Buchanan’s extensive participation in foreign affairs; the details may be
found in numerous specislized studies. Also, I have purposely condensed
the treatment of the presidential years because these have been described
very fully by many scholars, notably by Roy F. Nichols in his Disruption
of American Democracy.

But very little is generally known about the first forty years of
Buchanan’s public service. Before he became president, he had already
engaged in as long and energetic a political career as that of Webster, Clay,
Calhoun, or Benton. This era of his life, his schooling for the highest office,
has not hitherto been adequately explored. I have tried to explain his role
in party politics, especially Pennsylvania politics, before he came to occupy
the White House. Judgments of Buchanan as president ought to be based
upon knowledge of the man prior to that time. He was, after all, neatly
sixty-seven years old when he was inaugurated.

I have been concerned with his work as a Jawyer and with the
influence of his legal experience upon his political thinking. Also, I have
sought to expose the many ramifications of his personal life, his relationship
with his friends, his management of the complicated family problems which
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engaged much of his attention, and the conduct of his private business
affairs.

I have used, in several parts of this book, some of my writing
published earlier under the titles: The Story of Wheatland (Lancaster, 1936),
Pennsylvania Politics, 1817-1832, a Game without Rules (Philadelphia, 1940),
“James Buchanan and Ann Coleman,” Pennsylvania History, XXI (Jan.,
1954), 1-20; “The Inauguration of James Buchanan,” Lancaster County
Historical Society Journal, LXI (1957), 145-171; and “James Buchanan at
Dickinson,” in Jokn and Mary’s College (Carlisle, Pa., 1956), pp. 157-180.

Many people have helped me gather material. The staffs of
libraries, historical societies, and archives have given me friendly guidance
and greatly aided me in my search. Iam especially indebted to the Hamilton
Library and Historical Society of Cumberland County, the Lancaster County
Historical Society, the Crawford County Historical Society, the Historical
Society of Berks County, the Northumberland County Historical Society,
the Wyoming Historical and Geological Society, the Historical Society of
York County, the Historical Society of Western Pennsylvania, the Histori-
cal Society of Pennsylvania, the Historical Society of Massachusetts, the
Essex Institute, the Boston Public Library, the Pennsylvania Historical
and Museum Commission, the Library of Congress, the National Archives,
the State Library of Pennsylvania, the Library Company of Philadelphia,
and the Libraries of the University of Pennsylvania, the University of
Georgia, Franklin and Marshall College, Dickinson College, and The
Pennsylvania State University.

Those persons who kindly sent me copies of privately owned
Buchanan manuscripts or permitted me to study their collections have been
named in the bibliography. I wish here to express my appreciation to them.
I am grateful to Lancaster Newspapers, Inc., for providing me with facilities
for a protracted search of their files of early Lancaster newspapers, to the
late E. E. Bausman for permission to use the papers that Buchanan de-
posited with his executors, and to Louis S, May, Esq., for making his office
available for work on these. I would like also to express my thanks to
Horace Montgomery, Malcolm Freiberg, Sylvester K. Stevens, Sanford W,
Higginbotham, Whitfield Bell, Jr., the late John Lowry Ruth, Talbot T.
Speer, William A. Russ, Jr., Asa E. Martin, George D. Harmon, the late
C. H. Martin, H. Hanford Hoskins, Maurice G. Buchanan, Annie Gilchrist,
Henry J. Young, Charles Coleman Sellers, the Reverend E. J. Turner,
Herbert B. Anstaett, John B. Rengier, and J. Bennett Nolan for many and
varied kinds of assistance. In concluding this list, I want to mention
especially the friendly help and encouragement given me by the late Philip
Gerald Auchampaugh, the most assiduous student of Buchanan in this
generation.

It is a further pleasure to acknowledge the useful work of some
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former students whose research illuminated many obscure points: Dorothy
Airhart, Leon Davidheiser, Richard F. Fralick, Robert E. Franz, Robert F.
Himmelberg, Dirck Parkin, Margaret Strobel, Gerald L. Wagner. Guy J.
Way, and Dale G. Wheelwright.

Dean Roy F. Nichols of the University of Pennsylvania, Professor
Norman A. Graebner of the University of Illinois, and Professor-Emeritus
Burke M. Hermann of The Pennsylvania State University read the entire
manuscript and greatly aided me in shortening it and in eliminating errors.
Professors Holman Hamilton of the University of Kentucky and Edward J.
Nichols of The Pennsylvania State University also gave me valuable con-
structive criticism. I thank these gentlemen for their interest, their time,
and their help. For those mistakes of fact and judgment which may he
found in a book of this scope, I take entire responsibility.

The Council on Research of The Pennsylvania State University
gave financial support to this study over a number of years, and the Social
Science Research Center of the University aided me by the purchase of
microfilms. For these marks of confidence I thank them. Finally, true
to tradition, my wife, Dorothy Orr Klein, typed the manuscript in its
entirety through several drafts and participated in all the essential chores
from beginning to end. I acknowledge my greatest debt of gratitude to her,

P. 5. K.

Union Mills, Md.
August, 1961
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PROLOGUE

Worry and anxiety marked the faces of the people fleeing eastward along
the Marietta Pike toward Lancaster, Pennsylvania. Constantly they looked
back from their carts piled with boxes and furniture at the faint red glow in
the darkening sky beyond Chestnut Hill. Occasionally small squads of
horsemen came galloping out from town and headed for the Susquehanna
River ten miles to the west. Most of the riders seemed intent on their own
business; but where the pike ran past the spacious grounds of Wheatland,
home of former President Buchanan, some would shout, “You damned
rebel!” or “I hope they burn you out like they did Thad Stevens.”

It was Sunday night, June 28, 1863. The latest reports warned of
35,000 Confederate troops at York, a southern army closing in on Harris-
burg, and a skirmish in progress between the rebel advance guard and local
militia at Wrightsville. The river bridge between Columbia and Wrightsville
was said to be aflame, and the glow in the sky seemed to confirm that, but
could Lee’s army storm across the shallow Susquehanna somewhere else?

James Buchanan had walked down from his house to the spring
on the lower lawn which bordered the pike, his favorite spot in the evening.
He liked to look over the low stone parapet into the clear water and watch
the moss and white sand swirling gently in the undercurrent. Nowhere
else in the world had he ever found the sunsets more relaxing or the world
more serene than here, under the willow by his Wheatland spring. But not
so this night. Would Wheatland be standing tomorrow, or in ashes?
Would he be alive, or dead, or some kind of ridiculous trophy of this sense-
less, unthinkable war? He did not know, nor did he really care very much.

With the first news of Lee’s advance into Pennsylvania, he had
packed Harriet off to Philadelphia and shipped away his most important
papers. He had tried to make Miss Hetty leave, but she said firmly that she
would stay if he did. He had told friends who urged him to get out of the
invasion area that he would remain at Wheatland if it should be surrounded
by a hundred thousand rebels. He and Miss Hetty would see it through
together.
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As he walked through the oak grove and back to the house,
Buchanan felt the crushing certainty that his whole life had been a failure.
Such a thought he rarely admitted to his consciousness. but tonight he
could not banish it. The Columbia Bridge seemed the symbol of the two
great tragedies of his career. Nearly half a century befure, while trying to
save that bridge in a law court, he had lost Ann Coleman. Through all his
later years, eschewing domesticity for politics, he had labored to keep strong
the bridge of understanding and mutual regard hetween people of the North
and the South. The bridge was burning now, ruined ax completely as his
own life’s work.

Exactly fifty years ago, he remembered with nustalgia, he hal for
the first time accepted a public office. Since then he had served eon-
tinuously in nearly every public capacity, from the lowest to the highest in
steady progression. He had worked unceasingly to strengthen and to
develop the best political society that man ever invented; but now the South
had broken off half of it, and Lincoln’s party seemed intent upon making
the other half into a form of government that would have horrified the
Fathers of the Constitution. Buchanan had once dared to hope that his
presidency might rank in history with that of George Washington: now
the very name Buchanan was one for people to curse anid spit at, north
and south.

His father had warned him. Buchanan, with the vivid memeory
of early days peculiar to old people, recalled distinetly a letter his father
had written to him at a time of youthful crisis. “‘Often when prople have
the greatest prospect of temporal honor and aggrandisement,” the old
gentleman had said, “they are all blasted in a moment by a fatality con.
nected with men and things, and no doubt the designs of Providence may
be seen very conspicuously in our disappointments.”

Buchanan suddenly felt a twinge of chagrin that his father never
lived to see him rise to fame. In what other society, he wondered, could
the child of & poor, orphaned immigrant be able to work his way up to the
first chair of state? Some eighty years before, his father had come to
America. He had trained his son for eminence. "I am not dispused to
censure you for being ambitious,” he used to tell young James, and he had
set a good example. When he had arrived from Ireland, he had little but
ambition to help him. James wished that his father had told him more about
the family background and the early years in Ireland; but he had not.

After entering the house, Buchanan went directly to the study
and began to write. If the rebels came, they would find him at work ~
preparing his story of "Mr. Buchanan’s Administration on the Eve of
Rebellion.”
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1
PENNSYLVANIA PIONEER e« 1783 - 1809

WAGONS IN THE WILDERNESS

James Buchanan paused often in his chores around the Irish farmstead
during the early spring of 1783. For several years he had been thinking
about migrating to America after the Revolutionary War. Now that the
United States had won independence the young man faced the moment of
decision. He had deep roots in the land of his birth. As he looked out
over the fields toward the nearby waters of Lough Swilly, he worried about
leaving a green and settled land where the name he bore signified kinship
with a considerable part of the local population. The Clan Buchanan had
been proliferating in Scotland and northern Ireland for seven centuries.

As a baby, he had been brought to the forty-acre farm in County
Donegal called the “Big Airds,” the home of his mother’s brother, Samuel
Russell. Samuel’s daughter, Molly, remembered the cold, rainy day when
her father came riding in with little James bundled up snugly under his
greatcoat. What happened to the parents of James Buchanan remains a
mystery. His father, John Buchanan, had married Jane Russell in 1750,
and the couple had several children before James was born in 1761. There
is some evidence that the mother died about that time and that the father
then disappeared. After 1764, no trace of the parents can be found.!

The Russells had given a good home and a good education to their
adopted nephew. He was twenty-two now, he had a little money of his own,
his uncle had done all that could be expected, and America in the spring of
1783 seemed fabulously inviting. Uncle Samuel had a brother, Joshua
Russell, a tavern owner near Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, who had written
that he could meet the boy in Philadelphia and provide for his immediate
care.?

On July 4, 1783, young Buchanan went aboard the brig Providence
as a paying passenger. We can imagine some of his thoughts and dreams
as he stood at the rail while the lines were cast off and the creaking ship
slowly eased her way out of the channel from Londonderry, but even his
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wildest flights of fancy would scarcely have approached the reality of
the future.

Joshua Russell met Buchanan in Philadelphia and returned with
him to the Russell Tavern on the Hunterstown road. During the leisurely
trip on horseback, James acquainted himself with the new country and
with his uncle Joshua. They passed through Valley Forge. Here, explained
Joshua, he had served as wagonmaster during the grim winter of 1777 778,
carrying flour from York to the starving Continental army. In Lancaster
the street names sounded more European than American—King, Queen,
Duke, Prince, and Earl; and the names of the nearby townships reminded
him of home—Drumore, Antrim, East Earl, Donegal, Lettetkenny, Manor,
and Coleraine.

The broad Susquehanna, which they crossed by flatboat at
Wright's Ferry, sparkled in the late summer sunlight, its clear blue shallows
studded with projecting rocks and framed with low wooded hills. West of
the river the settlements grew sparse and the road, rough. Joshua Russell,
having travelled it many times, had at last decided to use his experience on
the pike as the means of an easier livelihood. He had bought a 200-acre
tract in what was then Cumberland Township, York County, and had built
a large stone tavern along the main road west.

James had nearly forgotten Ireland by the time the two came in
sight of Russell's Tavern. His uncle, he found, had become a man of
consequence in this country; he was known by sight all along the road.
His estate comprised not only the inn but outbuildings, quarters for eight
Negro slaves, and fenced fields for scores of cattle. Joshua's wife Jane
greeted him with all the warmth he might have expected from one bearing
his mother’s name.2

Uncle Joshua's nearest neighbor was James Speer, a widower with
five children, who farmed a 270-acre tract just up the road. The youngest
of the Speers, Elizabeth, soon stopped at the tavern to meet the new nephew
from Ireland. She was sixteen and she was pretty. James took her walking,
trading his Irish charm for information sbout herself, her family, and
Pennsylvania. Elizabeth had been raised in southern Lancaster County,
but her father, a strict Presbyterian, had moved west because of a theolngi-
cal disagreement with his pastor. Her mother, Mary Patterson Speer, had
died and Elizabeth now kept house for her father and four older brothers.*

Buchanan soon learned from the passing wagoners of an oppor-
tunity for work at John Tom'’s little trading post called “the stony batter,”
40 miles west of the Russell Tavern. Here, in Cove Gap, freight wagons
from the East met pack trains from Bedford and John Tom handled the
exchange. The modern pilgrim to this spot, a wild and gloomy gorge
hemmed in on all but the eastern side by towering hills and now far removed

2



from any center of commercial activity, properly asks what induced an
ambitious young man to go there to seek his fortune.

But Cove Gap was important in 1783, Three parallel ranges of
the Allegheny Mountains barred the way to the West except at this point
where a double gap pierced the two most easterly ridges, leaving Tuscarora
Mountain the only remaining barrier. Travellers from Philadelphia and
Baltimore headed for Cove Gap on their way to Pittsburgh. At Stony
Batter, inside the Gap, roads ended, goods piled up, and John Tom ran his
backwoods store. At times as many as a hundred horses jammed a corral
there, but goods came in by wagon so much faster than they could be
shipped out by pack train that John Tom had to run a warehouse as well as
a trading post.’

After a few years as Tom’s helper, Buchanan got the chance to
buy the Stony Batter property. Legend has long had it that this transaction
involved some sharp practice, but the court records show only that on
December 15, 1786, John Tom offered to sell his property to Buchanan for
200 pounds, Pennsylvania currency, promising in the contract that the
land was “free of all Taxes, Debts, dues or demands.” A few days after
Buchanan had recorded these terms of sale, however, John Ferguson of
Chambersburg sued Tom for over 500 pounds owing to him and guaranteed
by the property. The December County Court confirmed this judgmeut
against Tom, and the February Court ordered a sheriff’s sale of Stony
Batter, the proceeds to go to Ferguson. Buchanan bought the 100-acre
tract for 142 pounds at the public sale on June 23, 1787.%

After buying Stony Batter, Buchanan rode off to the foot of
South Mountain to claim Elizabeth Speer as his bride. She was just
twenty-one, and he twenty-seven when they married on April 16, 1788.
The young couple moved into Tom’s log cabin which, though crude and
rustic by later standards, was quite comfortable for their day. Their
property included several log cabins, some barns and stables, a storehouse
and store building, cleared fields, and an orchard.

The Buchanans’ first child, christened Mary, was born in 1789.
On April 23, 1791, Elizabeth presented her hushand with a son whom they
named after his father. Tragedy marred what should otherwise have been
a very happy year: little Mary died. The Presbyterian philosophy of pre-
destination combined with the melancholy prevalence of infant mortality
doubtless softened the blow, but it would have been an unnatural mother
who after this experience did not lavish more than the usual care upon her
surviving child. James Buchanan, from the very first year of his life,
occupied a position of special importance in the household. His status
might appear to have been threatened by the birth of more children, but
the reverse seems closer to the fact. The next five additions to the family
were girls: Jane in 1793, Maria in 1795, Sarah in 1798, Elizabeth in 1800
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(who died within a year). and Harriet in 1802, The sevond how of the
family, born in 1804, died the same vear. Not until the birth of William
Speer Buchanan in 1805 was there another boy in the Buchanan home,
and by that time James was almost ready to leave for eollege. Two more
boys were born after he left home in 1807,

Thus. for the first fourteen years of his life, James Buchanan, as
the eldest child and only boy, retained the place of favoritism into which he
had been horn.  He lived in a woman's world at hume, and until the family
moved to Mercersburg he had no playmates except his sisters, over whom
he exercised an acknowledged authority.  While he commanded more than
the usual child’s prerogative to be waited upon, he also had more than the
usual childhood responsibility, and he soon developed a geod opinion of
himself that was daily strengthened by the deference of the younger
children. When he reached his early trens, he must have beew ohaoxiously
conceited and self-assured.

MERCERSBURG

Stony Batter proved a poor place to raise a family. The clearing re.
sounded with the turmoil of stamping horses, drunken drovers, and cursing
wagoners. Elizabeth Buchanan disliked this raw and uncouth sariety and
lived in constant fear for the safety of her small children who wandersd
through the ceaseless confusion of horses, wagons, and srattered produce.
The business prospered enough that the father, in 179, wax able to
buy the “Dunwoodie Farm,” a splended 300acre tract of rich limestone
land and timber located about five miles cast of the Gap along the West
Conococheague Creek, near the village of Mercersburg.”

The new farm, pleasant as a retreat, still did not get the family
out of the Gap except at the sacrifice of the store business.  Therefore in
1796, Buchanan bought a large lot in the center of Mercershurg and built
on it a two-story brick house to serve buth as a home and place of business,
Putting his brother-in-law, John Speer, temporarily in charge of Stony
Batter, he moved the family to Mercersburg, Here life proved much more
genteel and orderly. The community of several dozen hnuses was almnst
entirely Scotch. To the Presbyterian Church, vne of the oldest in the
State, came the Campbells, Wilsons, McClellands, MeDowells, Bures,
Findlays, Welshes and Smiths. Buchanan gradually transferred his
business into town and soon established himself as one of the leading
citizens. For a time he served ss local justice of the peace.®

When the family moved to town, James was six; Jane, three; and
Maris, one. Until now Elizabeth Buchanan had been their only teacher,
In spite of her lack of echooling, she had accumulated extensive knowledge
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of literature and could quote verbatim and at length from Milton or Pope
or Cowper. She read a good deal of theology, probably more as a kind of
good work than as a matter of philosophical inquiry, but she had sincere
piety which she unconsciously passed on to her children. She was a
good storyteller and loved particularly to dwell on the career of George
Washington, whom she painted in glowing colors which the children never
forgot. She named her tenth child after their hero and George became her
favorite in the latter years of her life. The Buchanans in all probability
met President Washington when he stayed at the Russell Tavern during
the excitement of the Whiskey Rebellion in the winter of 1794-95.2

James attended the Old Stone Academy at Mercersburg where
he studied Greek and Latin, first under the Reverend James R. Sharon,
later with Mr. McConnell, and finally under Dr. Jesse Magaw who had
just completed his studies at Dickinson College and who later married
Buchanan’s sister, Maria,

The events of that magic decade in life between the ages of five
and fifteen impress a permanent mark on men. Any biographer would like
to have all the information possible on those creative years; yet seldom is
much to be found.® Here the tangible evidence is almost always frag-
mentary.

There were some lasting influences, however, which can be seen
without reference to pen and ink records. The little village of Mercersburg
was one of them. It was a homogeneous community where the tempo of
life was leisurely and sedate. Even the scenery conduced to a sense of
peace and calm. The rich farmscape, studded with oak groves and framed
by the beautiful Tuscarora in the West, brought from at least one traveller
of that day the involuntary exclamation: “What a Paradise!” James
Buchanan lived in Mercersburg only ten years, but for the remainder of
his life he tried when he could to duplicate those surroundings. His sym-
pathies were always rural. His summers on Dunwoodie Farm gave him a
personal attachment to that manner of life which he never lost; at his
Wheatland plantation near Lancaster he re-created, in a sense, the scenes
of his boyhood. Manufacturers and their problems he never understood;
cities and their ways made him miserable. He was at heart an agrarian
and never adjusted his thinking to the requirements of a growing in-
dustrial society.

His father’s store was also a significant influence. Here he heard,
not entirely understanding but taking it all in nevertheless, many a political
argument. Even as a lad of eight he had no difficulty in knowing that his
father was an uncompromising Washington Federalist; by the time he was
fourteen he had absorbed a good many of the reasons why.

The store also introduced the boy to the problem of keeping
things accounted for and in their proper places. It gave hima daily object
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lesson in the practical utility of legible handwriting and of reckoning
figures with absolute accuracy. And it illustrated the way in which money
could grow from an exchange of property. Anyone who has taken the
trouble to look at Buchanan’s mathematics notebooks will recognize that
he had a passion for neatness and for figures. Practically every penny that
he gave or received throughout his life he methodically recorded in his
account books. While American Minister to Great Britain, with an estate
already in excess of $200,000, he kept a careful day-by-day record of the
petty disbursements of his valet, down to the last ha'penny for pins or
tuppence for suspender buttons. He once refused to accept a check for
over $15,000 from his friend Jeremiah S. Black, because there was an error
of ten cents in it. When as president he paid three cents too little for an
order of fine food for the White House and the merchant receipted the bill
as paid in full, he discovered the error and forwarded the three cents,
explaining that he wished not to pay too little or too much but precisely
what was due.

His parents influenced him strongly. Buchanan. by the time
James was ten, had become one of the leading businessmen of the Mercers.
burg region. His heavy features, his bluff and hearty countenance, and
his watery blue eyes suggested more of canniness than of kindness. and
conveyed a hint of animal force guided by wariness and suspicion of his
fellows. *‘The more you know of mankind,” he would say, “the mure you
will distrust them.” Though middle age and success were softening him
somewhat, he still worked like a man of restless and unsatisfied ambition.
The community considered him a “hard man.” If honest, he was also
unyielding. He gave credit but not extensions of credit, and he never
loaned money except on excessive guarantee, He idolized James, who he
long thought would be his only son, but made him firmly toe the mark in
practicing the idea that hard work and scrupulous attention to business
make wealth. John Tom had practiced neither and had lost his property;
Buchanan practiced both and had supplanted his erstwhile employer.

James both loved and feared his father. The aquire assigned
chores to the boy beyond the competence of his years, carefully scrutinized
his performance, and was always more ready with criticism than with praise.
James learned fast and outstripped those his own age in handling assigned
work, but he rarely experienced the joyous sense of a task well done; it
was never done well enough for the squire. The boy hungered for com.
mendation, but he seldom got it. There was little friendly informality and
playtime between father and son; it was & man to man relationship between
man and boy, full of mutual reliance and respect, but without humor
or comradeship.

Elizabeth Buchanan, much more easygoing and humane than her
husband, became the center of the finer feelings of the household. Modest
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and self-effacing as the father was proud and arrogant, she tried actively to
live the Christian life. Her philosophy was that of the Ten Commandments
and the Sermon on the Mount, applied to every little act within her view.
Her ambition was to get to Heaven; her life a quiet acceptance of every
event as the particular manifestation of God’s will directed to her family.
Young James could never quite accept such blind faith or such utter
resignation, yet it impressed him deeply and embedded itself in his inquisi-
tive mind. It was odd: his father was never satisfied, and his mother was
always satisfied; but anyone looking at the daily course of their lives
without knowing their minds might guess exactly the opposite.

Doctor John King, pastor of the Presbyterian Church at Mercers-
burg and a trustee of Dickinson College at Carlisle, also exerted a strong
influence. Some men have that rare combination of qualities which,
unknown to themselves, inspires admiration and imitation in others,
Doctor King had such qualities. He was a fine scholar but so unpretentious,
witty, and human that no one talking with him casually would have sensed
a formidable mind. He had strong convictions of Christian living which
he practiced, without apparent purpose or effort, as a simple matter of
course. He had dignity and poise which he seemed to communicate to
others, rather than making them unhappily conscious of their own de-
ficiencies in manner or address. When he preached, people stayed awake
from sheer personal respect for the man. James Buchanan later wrote
that he had “never known any human being for whom I felt greater
reverence than for Dr. King,” and he took with him into maturity a vivid
memory of the conduct and the kindly spirit of his Mercersburg pastor.!!

DICKINSON COLLEGE

When Buchanan became sixteen, King urged his father to send him to
college. He saw in the boy a dual prospect: the development of a keen
young mind and the addition of a cash customer to the sorely depleted
student rolls of Dickinson College. Though the elder Buchanan really
needed his son in business and around the farm, he knew from his own
limited experience the advantages of education. He worried about the
future security of his growing family. In addition to James he now had
four small daughters and a baby boy, and another child was on the way.
If he should die or suffer a setback in his business, his own children might
find themselves in the same unhappy situation in which he had been reared;
they might have to be distributed around among those who could provide
for them.

Mrs. Buchanan would have been happy to see her son enter the
ministry, but her husband knew better what pursuit would fit the require-
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ments. Money could be made in buying and selling property, but one
needed a lawyer to protect it. He wanted his son to prepare for the study
of law. The decision was soon made, arrangements were completed to
enroll James in the junior class of college, and in September, 1807, the
young man and his father saddled their horses for the trip to Carlisle.!”

Dickinson College, when Buchanan went there, was slowly
rallying from a series of misfortunes. After twenty years of effort, the
trustees had finally been able to provide the college with “a new and elegant
building.” Scarcely six weeks after the dedication, someone carelessly
left a scuttleful of hot ashes in the cellar and burned it to the ground.
Then Dr. Charles Nisbet, who had been headmaster of the college since its
inception, died, and good relations between the students, the faculty, and
the trustees rapidly deteriorated. But the town of Carlisle posed the main
problem. Jeremiah Atwater, the new president, reported that the pleasures
“of high life, of parade, of the table & ball chamber” appeared to be the
main object of life. “Drunkenness, swearing, lewdness & duclling seemed
to court the day.” The students were *“indulging in the dissipation of the
town, none of them living in the college.”” It was folly, he concluded, “to
expect that a college could flourish without a different state of things in
the town;” and in a final burst of outrage he exclaimed, “I hope that as
God has visited other states, he will yet visit Pennsylvania.™®

These were the circumstances to which James Buchanan referred
when he wrote of Dickinson, many years later, that the college was “in
wretched condition” while he was a student there. When Buchanan
arrived in Carlisle 2 new college building designed by Benjamin Latrobe
had been almost completed and classes were being held in it, though no
student rooms were ready for occupancy.'

Left on his own for the first time in his life, Jimmie Buchanan
began to canvass his prospects in this enticing environment, Of the
forty-two students enrolled, eight were seniors, nineteen were his mates
in the junior class—all of them Pennsylvanians but two—and the remaining
fifteen were freshmen or assigned to the Latin School. The college course
did not yet include the sophomore year.

His courses would include Latin, Greek, mathematics, geography,
history, literature, and philosophy. Acting President Davidson would be
his teacher in history, geography and philosophy; Professor John Huyes
would be in charge of languages; and Professor McCormick, of mathematics.
These three comprised the entire teaching staff.

Teachers often stamp upon the student mind a more vivid and
lasting impression of their own personality than they do of their subject
matter. Dr. Davidson was a teacher whom the students remembered with
discomfort during their college days but with sentimental attachment
thereafter. He had written a geography text in very poor verss, required
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the students to buy it, and demanded that they memorize and recite from
it verbatim. A pedagogue in school and out, formal, solemn and precise,
Dr. Davidson was, nevertheless, a kind and gentle man. He never liked to
take a strong stand, much less to translate it into action, and in dealing with
administrative problems he always tried to avoid solutions by the exercise
of authority. Whenever possible he took the line of least resistance,
seeking to solve problems by a peaceful and pleasant meeting of minds.
In town and on the campus he was known by the appropriate nickname of
“Blessed Peacemaker.” Such was the man who, within the year, was to
burn an impression on James Buchanan’s callow mind as with a red-
hot poker.15

Buchanan especially liked Professor James McCormick who for
years had lodged and boarded half a dozen students at his home. One boy
recalled that “Mr. McCormick and his wife were as kind to us as if they
had been our parents. He was unwearied in his attentions to us in our
studies, full of patience and good nature, and sometimes seemed quite
distressed when, upon examining a pupil, he found him not quite as learned
as he was himself.”"28

Buchanan at first took his work as a student very seriously,
spending most of his time in preparation and trying his best to make a good
impression in the classroom. But it did not take him long to find that the
life of a “‘grind”’ was no passport to comradeship among his classmates. To
the contrary, he wrote that “to be a sober, plodding, industrious youth
was to incur the ridicule of the mass of the students.” Discovering that
he had little difficulty ‘in keeping up his class assignments, he began to
participate more freely in the extra-curricular activities of the day. “With-
out much natural tendency to become dissipated,” he said, “and chiefly
from the example of others, and in order to be considered a clever and
spirited youth, I engaged in every sort of extravagance and mischief.”?

From knowledge of his later activities, we may reasonably assume
that he got into drinking bouts sufficiently rowdy to come to the attention
of the faculty; that he smoked cigars contrary to the regulations of the
college; and that he manifested in and out of the classroom a conceit which
proved at first irritating and at length intolerable to his professors. On
the Fourth of July, 1808, which the Dickinson boys celebrated with a
huge dinner at the Glebe Farm, he downed sixteen regular toasts before
starting on the volunteers.!8

Despite all the distractions, Buchanan kept up with his class work,
passed his public examinations in August, and concluded the college year
with an excellent academic record. He returned to Mercersburg in the
autumn of 1808, quite satisfied with himself and ready to go back to school
in a few weeks as a senior. On a lovely Sunday morning of September he
was lounging at ease in the sitting room of his home, enjoying those
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deliciously languorous sensations of well-being that the gods confer only
upon college students on vacation. His reverie was interrupted by a knock
at the door. His father answered it and returned shortly with a letter
which he tore open with curious interest. As he began to read, his expres.
sion changed to one of pain and anger. Whatever this wes, it was un.
commonly bad news. Buchanan senior abruptly thrust the paper at his
son, turned, and left the room without a word.

James looked down at the cause of this sudden shattering of his
thoughts. The letter, in Dr. Davidson’s writing, said that Dickinson College
had expelled Buchanan for disorderly conduct. He read it again to get it
all. Dr. Davidson wrote the elder Buchanan that his son would have been
dismissed earlier except for the respect which the faculty entertained for
the father. They had tolerated young James to the very limit of endurance
and would not have him back under any circumstances.

James was thunderstruck. Knowing that it would be useless to
take up the matter with his irate father, he turned for advice to his friend
Doctor King, who had just become President of the Board of Trustees of
Dickinson. *‘He gave me a gentle lecture,” said Buchanan of the interview.
“He then proposed to me, that if I would pledge on my honor to him to
behave better at college than I had done, he felt such confidence in me that
he would pledge himself to Dr. Davidson on my behalf, and he did not
doubt that I would be permitted to return.™?

While the board minutes disclose no discussion of Buchanan’s
case, it is impossible to believe that King did not know in advance that his
neighbor and protégé from Mercersburg was getting into serious trouble.
It is more than likely that Dr. Davidson’s action had been approved in
advance by the board, or may have originated there, as a means of bracing
up the lad by a sound scare which would both tame his spirit and exert s
sobering influence upon the rest of the students.®

Chastened and with the resolution to be more circumspect in
his conduct, Buchanan returned to Dickinson for the winter term. Un-
fortunately, his strenuous spplication to work had the result of further
inflating his intellectual vanity—the trait which had been the root of his
difficulty in the first place. Take, for example, the problem in navigation
which he prepared for Professor McCormick, requiring the construction
of an imaginary ship’s journal in which the exact latitude and longitude of
the point of destination were to be determined from the daily sailing dats.
Buchanan chose for his journal a trip from Boston to Madeira—an island
which he had frequently visited in fancy while quaffing its amber produce
in the taverns of Carlisle. After some thirty pages of careful notations of
traverse tables, estimates of drift, and calculations of maguetic variation
and deviation, he found that his final figures on the location of the western
tip of Madeira varied by only one mile from the values given on the printed
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geographical charts. The concluding sentence in this problem illustrates
perfectly the mental attitude of the boy. *I therefore conclude,” he wrote,
“that my journal was nearly exact, and that the latitude and longitude of
that part of Madeira were well laid down.”2

All too soon the year was over. On September 25, 1809, the
faculty presented to the Board of Trustees the names of fifteen young
gentlemen whom they certified “as prepared to receive their Bachelor’s
degree, they having gone through the usual courses, and been publicly
examined in the Languages and Sciences.” Buchanan’s name was on
the list.

In the meantime, however, trouble had been brewing over the
award of senior honors. Two literary societies, the Belles-Lettres and the
Union Philosophical, met weekly in rooms at opposite ends of the fourth
floor of the college building. All the student competition of the day
centered in these societies. Each society chose one candidate for the award
of first honors of the college; the faculty chose the winner, and the other
man automatically received the second honor. The award of first honors
was not only a society victory but also gave to the successful student the
distinction of having first place on the program of senior orations at the
commencement exercises.

The Union Philosophical Society unanimously chose Buchanan
as their candidate for the first honor. But this did not satisfy James. He
thought the Union Philosophical Society so much superior to its rival that
it should, this year, have both the first and the second honor. He therefore
put through a motion that the Union P. should present two candidates,
himself for first place and Robert Laverty for the second.

This was too much for the faculty. They had observed some
improvement in Buchanan’s outward conduct but none in his conceit, and
they determined on this occasion to deflate it. They gave the first honor
to the candidate of the Belles-Lettres Society, second honor to Laverty,
and rejected Buchanan entirely on the ground that it would have a bad
effect on the morale of the college to honor a student who had been so
troublesome and had shown so little respect for the professors.

This announcement completely outraged the young man. He
wrote an agitated letter to his father, complaining bitterly of the injustice
and prejudice of the faculty. The first honor should go to the best scholar;
he was the best scholar, as everyone knew and the record showed. He
refused to believe the decision was final and kept his oration ready.

His father replied with a masterful letter of condolence, full of
sly innuendo. He had received his son’s letter, he wrote, “though without
date” (inexcusable carelessness!), and was mortified that James would
receive no honors, especially as this “was done by the professors who are
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acknowledged by the world to be the best judges of the students under
their care.” He hoped that his son had fortitude enough to take the
decision like a man.22 James read this over carefully several times, smart-
ing with embarrassment, but his temper subsided, and he turned to another
polishing of his oration, very appropriately entitled “The Utility of
Philosophy.”

In the meantime the Union Philosophical Society was in an
uproar. Laverty withdrew as second honor man and offered the place to
Buchanan. When he refused to consider this, the seniors of the society
proposed that they all refuse to speak at commencement, but Buchanan
also opposed this proposal because he did not wish others to become
involved on his account. At length the faculty itself resolved the impasse
by writing a kind letter to James, stating that he would be expected to
present his oration, though not in the first place on the program.®® By
Commencement Day, September 19, 1809, the air had cleared. Alfred
Foster of Carlisle would deliver the salutatory oration in Latin on “The
Excellence of Knowledge,” Buchanan would follow him on the program,
and Laverty would deliver the valedictory.

Buchanan wrote in his autobiography that he left college “feeling
but little attachment towards the Alma Mater.” Regardless of this senti-
ment he could scarcely have denied that his two years at Dickinson left a
lasting imprint upon his life. He learned respect for the law there. Time
was to come when President Buchanan would assert to extremists, hoth
porthern and southern, in a land torn by passion: “I acknowledge no
master but the law.” He also learned respect for property, which he
translated into a veritable obsession for precision in all his later business
dealings. He developed a respectful attitude toward religion, which he
considered a matter of individual belief rather than a furmal creed to be
unquestioningly accepted. Finally, one can see in his later life the shadow
of his Dickinson teachers. Buchanan the student played ringleader in
making fun of old Dr. Davidson, but Buchanan the man came to resemble
him, The description of Davidson could be applied almast withaut change
to Buchanan in maturity: vain, formal, solemn and precise; yet withal
kindly and gentle, always eager to settle disputes without force and solve
problems by a friendly and pleasant meeting of minds. The Blessed
Peacemaker.



James Buchanan as a Congressman.
Portrait by Jacob Kicholtz. Smithsonian
Institution.



Above: Ann Caroline Coleman, Buchanan's fiancée, who died mysteriously in 1810,
Buchanan Foundation. Below: Buchanan's birthplave ut Stony Batter,  Part of this
log cabin has been preserved at Mervershurg Avademy, Mercersbury, Peansylvania.
Herbert Beardsley.




Above: East King Street, Lancaster, looking toward the square. Buchanan'’s law office
accupied the second floor of the building in the center of the picture. Lancaster County
Historical Society. Below: A sketch of Wheatland published during the campaign

of 1856. Author’s Collection.
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Top: Buchanan's ;l)enmanship and signature. Of Harrishurg he writes, “It in not 2 place
to visit, if your talking apparatus is out of order.” Pattee Library, The Pennxvlvaniu
State University. Bottom left: President Martin Van Buren. Author’s Colleetion.
Bottom right: John Wien Forney, Buchanan's energetic and devoted political manager
for twenty years. Library of Congress.
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He was elected President by fiawd and trickery! under iy ad-
ministration the Treasury was robbed! duplicity and cowardice
marked his career! finally, he sold his country to & band uf
Suuthern conspirators, snd now lives to be poiuted at with the
finger of scorn, by all true men! and will go Juwn to Lis greve
unlamented.

JAVLS SUCKARAN. .

JODAS

Tap: One of the many forms of abuse of Buchanan during the Civil War—a northern
envelope charging him with selling the country to "'a band of conspirators.” Smithsonian
Institution (Ralph E. Becker Callection). Bottom: Simon Cameron, a political maverick
who became a powerful enemy of Buchanan after 1848. National Archives (Brady

Collection).



Top: Pierre Soulé of Louisiana. Librarﬁ of Congress. Center: Stephen A. Douglas of

lliinois. National Archives (Brady Collection).” Bottom: William fl. Seward of New
York. National Archives (Brady Collection).



Two contemporary drawings by newspaper artists, Top: East Portico of the Capitol
during Buchanan's inaugural address. Botiom: The insugural perade, with the model

warship in the foreground. Library of Congress.



Above: Miniatures on ivory of Buchanan and Harriet Lane by J. Henry Brown, Smith-
sonian Institution. Below: Buchanan greets & guest at & White House reveption, Library

of Congress.
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Top: Washington, 1853, after the new wings had been added to the Capitol. Between

Pennsylvania Avenue, center, and Maryland Avenue, left, appear the Smithsonian

Institution and the projecied Washington Monument. Library of Congress. Botlom:

'{hahl_'last Front of the Capitol, 1857, with the new dume under construction. National
rchives.
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Chamber of the United States House of Repmonutivu (ro£ and of the Senate (botiom)
as they appeared before being remodelled in the 1850%s. Library of Congress.



Buchanan’s Cabinet in mid-1859. Seated left to riglht:klacob Thompson, Interior; John B.
ac

Floyd, War; Isaac Toucey, Navy; Jeremiah S. , Attorney General. Standing left
to right: Lewis Cass, State; President Buchanan; Howell Cobb, Treasury; Joseph Holt,
Postmaster General. Library of Congress (Brady-Hand Collection).



Top: Black who replaced Cass in December, 1860, National Archives (Brady Collertion).
Center: Vice-President John (. Breckinridge, Lincoln’s opponent in 18060, Library of
Congress. DBottom left: Lewis Cass who also served in Jackson's Calnner.  Nativnal
Archives (Brady Collection). Bottom right: Asron V. Brown, Postmanster General, wha
died in office, ~National Archives (Brady Collection),



Left: Seeretary of War Floyd, a friend who caused the resident much anguish. Library
of Cangeess. Right: Tressurer Cobb, at one time Buchanan’s choice for his successor.
Library of Congress, Bottom: Major Rabert Andarson, the ""key™ of the Charleston forts.

National Archives (Brady Collection).



President Buchanan at the time of the Kansas
crisis, 1858. National Archbives (Brady Collection).
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PREFACE TO POLITICS « 1809-1819

COUNTRY LAWYER

The most immediate question in James Buchanan’s mind when he graduated
from Dickinson College was where to find a good legal preceptor. His
father already had the answer. He had observed James Hopkins of Lancaster
as he tried a case in the Cumberland Valley and had been so impressed by
the performance that he urged James to study with him. Hopkins was a
leader of the Lancaster bar and an attorney of state-wide reputation. James
welcomed the prospect of working at the State Capital, applied to Hopkins
for a preceptorship, and was accepted.!

Lancaster, when Buchanan came there in December, 1809, to
begin his legal career, had for generations claimed the distinction of being
the largest inland town in the United States, though its resident population
scarcely exceeded 6000. It lay ten miles north of Mason and Dixon’s line,
ten miles east of the Susquehanna River, and sixty-two miles west of
Philadelphia. The Conestoga Creek which bordered the town had given
its name to the famous freight wagons which plied the broad turnpike to
Philadelphia, the finest road in all America. Lancaster’s business rested on
factors of long-range dependability—thrifty, industrious people, fine farms,
a thriving iron industry, and excellent travel facilities. The working popula-
tion was mostly German, but Lancaster boasted an English aristocracy
which rivalled Philadelphia society. Politically the town had been domi-
nated for years by the Federalists.

The courthouse, a small two-story building modelled roughly on
Independence Hall, occupied the square at the intersection of the two
main streets. It was terribly crowded, serving simultaneously as the State
Capitol building and as headquarters for county business. King and Queen
Streets, running off at right angles from the square, were lined by close-set
brick houses, most of them inns. Newly arrived legislators or strangers
like young Buchanan were greeted, when they got off the stage, by a
complete outdoor gallery of tavern signs depicting the crowned heads of
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all Europe, Indian chiefs, and national heroes; the animal kingdom with
its lions, leopards, stags, bulls, bears, hqrses, swans and eagles; and symbols
of the crafts, such as the plough, the wheat sheaf, the grape, the cross keys,
the compass and square, or the hickory tree

Buchanan found quarters at the Widow Duchman’s inn on East
King Street, just a block and cne half from the courthouse and nearly across
the street from Hopkins's imposing mansion at the corner of East King
and Duke Streets. Within a city block of Buchanan’s rooms lived not only
his college chum, Jasper Slaymaker, but also the Governor of Pennsylvania,
the Judge of the District Court, and iron baron Robert Coleman reputed to
be the richest man in Pennsylvania. James Buchanan felt that although he
stood on the bottom rung of the ladder, it was the right ladder.

After a month he wrote home enthusiastically about his work
under Hopkins whom he described as courteous, instructive and interested
in his pupils. His father advised him to cultivate his preceptor’s good
opinion and told him to tend strictly to business and *'not be carried off by
the many amusements & temptations that are prevalent in that place.”
“Go on with your studies,” he said, “and endeavor to be Eminent in
your profession.”

The pressure which the father put on his son to make good pro-
ceeded not entirely from paternal pride. He really wanted James to prepare
himself so that he might better help support his brothers and sisters, in
«case of necessity. Four more sons had arrived in the household within the
past seven years, three of whom survived.* The Mercersburg family now
consisted of four girls and three boys, the latter between the ages of one and
six. “Your company and assistance in this family are wanted very much,
and desired,” he wrote to James when Edward Young was born, “but I am
willing to forego all these advantages in order that you may have an oppor-
tunity of . . . preparing yourself . . . in the profession you have chosen.”
A little later he remarked, *I hope the privation I have suffered & will
suffer in giving you a good education will be compensated by the station in
society you will occupy.”®

James worked hard. *I determined,” he said, ““that if severe
application would make me a good lawyer, I should not fail in this particular.
.. . I studied law, and nothing but law.” Day and night he read and
struggled to extract the full meaning from pages of print and to incorpurate
it acourately in his mind. For relaxation he got into the habit of strolling
out to the edge of town in the evening where, while watching the sun
descend below the gentle slope of Chestnut Hill, he tried to put into spoken
words the material he had studied during the day.

At length, in 1812, the term of his preceptorship drew near its
end and he had to consider what to do next. Lancaster seemed a logical
place to “hang out his shingle,” but there were some drawbacks. The
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State Capitol was being shifted to Harrisburg, leaving Lancaster crowded
with expert lawyers facing reduced opportunities. There would be stiff
competition.

About this time the name Kentucky began to exercise 2 magnetic
charm on Buchanan. The West had recently come into the news. The
first Mississippi River steamboat had just opened a new two-way trade
between Pittsburgh and New Orleans; Harrison had defeated Tecumseh at
Tippecanoe; Henry Clay, Felix Grundy and other western ““War Hawks”
in Congress clamored for war against England. But beyond the promise of
adventure, Buchanan saw a practical opportunity in the West. His father
was part owner of a tract of some 3600 acres of Kentucky land. Its title
had been recently challenged. James wanted to go to the site and handle
the case before the court at Elizabethtown.

The father, not eager to hazard his property to the efforts of his
inexperienced son, tried for two months to discourage the venture. A new
country would be a poor place for a lawyer, he wrote to James. “He may
obtain land, but that is all. Were I commencing the practice of law &
knew I had talents & attention, I would open an office in a county where
both suits and money were plenty & although I might have many difficulties
in establishing myself there, yet I would have no fears of not coming in
for a share of the business finally. Lancaster is such a place as I describe,
& when you first went to the place, that was one of my objects, that you
might have an opportunity of settling there.”® When James replied that
he wanted ta take the trip for his health, as a vacation, the elder Buchanan
warned him that it would be nonsense to expect such a trip to benefit the
health. It would be more likely to ruin it. * I speak from experience,”
he said.”

1{evertheless, James Buchanan bought a horse and started for
Kentucky. He stopped on the way to see the family, made the acquaintance
of his new brother, Edward, and learned with delight that his favorite
gister, Jane, uow nineteen, had become engaged to Eiliot Tole Lane of
Mercersburg, and that sister Maria was in love with his old school teacher,
Jesse Magaw. He got the details of the land litigation, the permission of his
father to act as his attorney, and resumed his journey. As he jogged along,
his pack trunk scuffing gently at the back of his saddle, he dreamed of the
impact hu would make in the shirt-sleeve courts of that wild new country.

Buchanan spent the summer in Kentucky, most of it at Elizabeth-
town, but he made side trips to Bowling Green and Russellville. He very
probably encountered Thomas Lincoln who lived near Elizabethtown and
was on the court docket for some land-title cases at this time. His son,
Abraham Lincoln, was three years old. The Buchanan case, which had
been in litigation since 1803, had become so entangled that any hope of a
quick solution soon faded. Buchanan reported of a trip to court: “I went
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there full of the big impression I was to make—and whom do you suppose
I met? There was Henry Clay! John Pope, Jobhn Allan, John Rowan,
Felix Grundy—why, sir, they were giants, and I was only a pigmy. Next
day I packed my trunk and came back to Lancaster—that was big enough
for me. Kentucky was too big.” Kentucky’s Ben Hardin reported that
Buchanan told him that he had expected to be a great man there, but that
“every lawyer I met at the bar was my equal, and more than half of them
my superiors, so I gave it up.”

These reminiscences, though not quite accurate, emphasized the
main reason for Buchanan’s decision. He left Kentucky convinced that if
the professional competition there would be as keen as in Lancaster, there
was a great deal more wealth in Lancaster, and he might best put his wits to
work where the fees were highest. After turning the land case over to
Ben Hardin, he set out for home.

James was back in Lancaster by November 17, 1812, in time to be
admitted to the bar along with Jasper Slaymaker and two other young
lawyers. Wishing to remain there, but uncertain whether he would be
able to xoaintain an office, he appealed to Hopkins for advice. His preceptor
suggested that he apply to Attorney General Jared Ingersoll for the post of
deputy prosecutor (now district attorney) in newly created Lebanon
County. “I am a young man just about selecting a place of future settle-
ment,” he wrote to Ingersoll, “and your determination will have a con-
siderable influence on my choice.”® On February 20, 1813, Buchanan
started his practice in Lancaster, inserting a notice in the papers that he
would maintain his office on East King Street “two doors above Mr.
Duchman’s Inn, and nearly opposite to the Farmer's Bank.”® A month
later Buchanan learned that he had been appointed prosecutor for Lebanon
County.”! That, at least, would take care of the office rent. His father was
pleased, but tempered his congratulations with the hope that James would
act “with compassion & humanity for the poor creatures against whom
you may be engaged.”’?

Buchanan’s first two years of practice barely kept him going; he
made $938 during 1813 and $1,096 the following year.)® The odds and
ends of practice which were the usual lot of a young attorney came his way
and he gratefully took whatever business the older lawyers referred to him
and handled it promptly.’* As he approached his twenty-third birthday he
bought, in partnership with the town’s jovial 400-pound prothonotary,
John Passmore, the small tavern on East King Street which the two of them
already used for offices and living quarters. Buchanan’s father must have
assisted him in this deal, or else he had a good local credit rating, for he
paid $4000 in cash on the property in 1814 and promised to pay another
$1000 within a year. He visited his old home occasionally during this
period. While there he talked politics with his father. Loyal Federalists
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both, they deplored the attacks of the Democratic Legislature on Federalist
judges, and condemned the government for its mismanagement of the war
with England.!’® In 1813 Jane Buchanan married Elliot Lane, and James
was probably in Mercersburg for the wedding ceremony.

STATE ASSEMBLYMAN

On August 24, 1814, the British army routed the Americans at Bladensburg,
marched on Washington, and burned the public buildings almost before
their occupants had time to flee. That same day the Lancaster Federalists
met to nominate their slate for the fall elections. In due course delegate
Peter Diller arose to nominate James Buchanan as the district’s choice
for State Assemblyman.

At that time he was serving as president of the local Washington
Association—a young Federalist organization. He had aroused enthusiasm
in the party by his recent speech at the Fourth of July barbecue in which
he had roundly lambasted Madison for bungling the war effort and called
on Federalists to pitch into the fighting to force an honorable peace as
quickly as possible.’® The Federal party, though it had controlled Lancaster
since 1789, had long been the minority party of the state and was growing
steadily weaker. Its older leaders welcomed the addition to their ranks of
a popular and forceful young man. Buchanan, on his part, wanted to enter
politics and hoped that campaign publicity and service in Harrisburg would
improve his law business. There was no chance of his losing the election;
in Lancaster, the Federalist candidate always won. His father, still never
willing to admit that his son had done just the right thing, told him he had
made a mistake and would do better to become a leader of the bar than to
be “partly a politician and partly a lawyer.”*?

At the very moment that Buchanan committed himself to politics,
his first political duty bore down swiftly and unexpectedly upon him.
When news of the burning of Washington reached Lancaster the morning
after his nomination, he knew he would have to go to war if he expected
to get any votes. The local Federalist party deplored the war, but its
members would defend their country.

At a general mobilization in Lancaster on August 25, Buchanan
made a speech and was among the first to register his name as a volunteer.
Two days later a company of young men of the borough, led by Henry
Shippen, Esq., “mounted their horses, armed with sword, pistols &c.,
and marched to Baltimore, without waiting. for formal orders, to aid in
defending that place.”®

Shippen’s Company, composed of about two dozen of the “most
respectable young gentlemen of Lancaster,” had no official status as part
either of the militia or the regular army; it was simply a group of private
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volunteers. After arriving at Baltimore, the “Lancaster County Dragoons,”
as the troop called itself, offered their services to Major Charles Sterret
Ridgely of the Third Cavalry Regiment. Major Ridgely called for ten
volunteers to go on a secret mission; Buchanan joined this squad and all
proceeded four miles beyond the city, full of excitement in the belief they
were on a dangerous mission—until they opened their sealed orders at
the designated point.

They were to go to Ellicott’s Mills and seize about sixty good
horses from the residents of the vicinity, “always preferring to take them
from Quekers.” It was an assignment not particularly gratifying to the
“young gentlemen of Lancaster,” all of whom had their own mounts and
had never until now seriously considered horse-stealing. A steady deluge
of rain added to their discomfort. That night Buchanan had the ill-luck
to draw a bunk space next to the tent wall and got thoroughly soaked.
They encountered no Redcoats, but by the time they had accomplished
their mission the Marylanders of the locality had become nearly as serious
an enemy as the British. Nonetheless, they seized the horses, rejecting
“‘geveral pairs for ladies who were sick and required them” and paraded
down Market Street past Gadsby’s Hotel in Baltimore where the rest of the
Lancaster volunteers gave them a burlesque salute amid guffawing laughter.
In a few days the British withdrew from the city and Major Ridgely dis-
charged Captain Shippen’s Dragoons./® James wrote to his parents that
night to relieve the anxiety he knew they must feel after reading the news-
paper accounts of the British assault on Baltimore.?

Only a month remained until election day. The Pennsylvania
Federalists now began for the first time in years to have some hopes of
regaining their power. Pennsylvania’s Democratic governor, Simon
Snyder, although still popular with his party, had been losing strength
because of the defection of disappointed office seekers. Furthermore, the
public linked his name with the failures of the national government to
wage effective war.

Snyder was re-elected, but the Federalists cut his majority to half
of what it had been in 1811. All through the state therc was increasing
support for Federalist tickets. Buchanan was elected by a poll which
delighted him, for he led the ticket in the borough and ran third highest
among sixteen Federalist candidates in the full county vote.?!

In the midst of his jubilation, James received a sobering note
from his father, full of doubts, cautions, and admonitions. “Perhaps your
going to the Legislature may be to your advantage & it may be otherwise,”
wrote his parent. *I hope you will make the best of the thing now . ...
I am fearful of this taking you from the bar at a time when perhaps you
may feel it most.”??
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The stage rode smoothly from Lancaster to Middletown, but in
the last ten miles of the trip to Harrisburg it jolted fearfully over an ancient
path which no repair crew had ever touched. Most travellers passed this
short distance on horseback rather than risk an upset. Buchanan thought
that Harrisburg looked a little less like a sleepy country village since the
Legislature had moved there in October, 1812. Front Street, shaded by a
row of stately poplars regularly spaced, opened on the Susquehanna River
to the west and was bordered by a wide paved footwalk to the east, a favorite
promenade in summer but now swept with early December snow. The
river bank, about twenty feet above the water level, afforded a fine view of
the upriver rapids and the long ridge of the Blue Mountains to the north-
west. The ferry landing which had been the town’s origin was right next
to the great stone mansion of founder John Harris, and a little below it
construction work progressed on a line of stone piers stretching toward
the opposite shore. Theodore Burr, the famous bridge architect, had begun
his stupendous project of a two-span covered wooden bridge over half a
mile long. If he succeeded, Harrisburg would boom.

With a flourish, the stage drew up in front of the Golden Eagle
Inn on Market Square. The driver, as he unloaded the baggage, growled
that they would have to travel lighter—there was a fourteen-pound limit
per passenger. The courthouse, then serving as State Capitol, stood at the
head of the square about three blocks from the river and overlooking it
down the row of brick homes and business houses which faced the covered
market stall in the center. The temporary capitol building was a brick
structure, two stories high. It had two small wings and a semirotunda in
front, the whole surmounted by a circular wooden cupola containing a bell.
On its small roof was mounted a vane of copper gilt, representing an Indian
chief as large as life, with a bow in his left hand and a tomahawk in his right.
The Dauphin County courtroom on the first floor which served as the
chamber of the Assembly was scarcely large enough to accommodate the
hundred legislators. The thirty Senators were more comfortably housed
in a second-floor room nearly the same size.

The functions of a Pennsylvania Assemblyman, Buchanan dis-
covered, were pettier than he had first imagined. Everyone had half a
dozen local petitions and a few paltry private bills on the clerk’s file. The
court dockets were so jammed, judicial procedure so slow, and decisions so
partisan (for Federalists monopolized the bench and bar) that many Demo-
crats appealed directly to their friends in the Assembly for private legislative
relief rather than depend upon judicial process. Buchanan had little such
business to present, but he did press for the incorporation of new textile
manufacturing plants in Lancaster, offered petitions to place the property
of drunkards in trusteeship, recommended a reduction of the tax on
whiskey, and urged the creation of new judicial districts® Through

19



JAMES BUCHANAN

Hopkins's influence he was immediately made a member of the six-man
Judiciary Committee of the House. After hearing a few speeches he made
up his mind to avoid impromptu expressions on the floor and to speak only
after thorough preparation.®

His first formal speech grew out of the national crisis on military
man poOwer. Although Congress had rejected a conscription bill, the
Pennsylvania Senate had adopted such a measure because Philadelphia
feared a British attack and the Federal Government seemed helpless to
defend the port. The Pennsylvania bill divided all draftees into groups of
twenty-two, from each of which one man should be called to service. The
other twenty-one then had to make up a $200 bounty purse for the con-
script. The legislators who opposed this scheme proposed simply to raise
six more regiments of volunteers at state expense.

On February 1, 1815 Buchanan spoke at length against the con-
scription plan and in favor of a volunteer bill which had been introduced
in the House. This maiden speech proved more significant than Buchanan
realized at the time. He attacked special privilege in the city of Philadelphia,
championed the interests of the West against the East, defended the poor
against abuse by the rich, and balanced the wishes of the State against the
different interest of a minority from Philadelphia. His speech was good
debate, but it was not good politics. So far from Federalist doctrine did it
stray that William Beale, Democratic Senator from Mifflin County, urged
Buchanan to change his party at once and join the Democrats, asserting
that he would have no need to change his principles.?® Buchanan encoun-
tered such political repercussions from his maiden effort that when the
volunteer bill came up for final vote in the House, he was “necessarily
absent.” Fortunately for him, the whole issue terminated when, on
February 17, Governor Snyder announced the news of peace with England.

For the remainder of his term, James Buchanan kept quiet. His
speech had warned him of the danger of proclaiming private opinions from
a political rostrum and had provoked such resentment that he doubted the
wisdom of trying for renomination. His father advised him to go ahead;
to put a law student in his office and get enough legislative experience to
be ready, later, for Congress. As to opposition, he would have to expect
that to develop in the same ratio that his fortunes improved; he had better
depend upon Providence to shield him “from the shafts of malicious
enemies.”28

Thus admonished and encouraged, James decided to run again
in 1815. In order to re-establish himself in the confidence of his party he
planned to demonstrate the soundness of his Federalism on the Fourth of
July in an oration at the big rally of Lancaster's Washington Association.
He would make it a real political speech, a partisan harangue, & “rouser”
that would clear up any doubt whether he was a Democrat or a Federalist.

20



PREFACE TO POLITICS » 1809 - 1819

Early in the afternoon the crowd began to assemble in the front
of the courthouse to hear young Jimmie. He was already a familiar figure
about town, but a newcomer to the hustings. Lawyers’ Row knew him as a
conscientious, tireless plugger who was not more intelligent, but usually
more painstaking and better prepared, than his colleagues. The tavern
fraternity found him, in regular attendance at meetings, affable, easygoing,
always equipped with a black cigar and ready for another glass of Madeira.
Parlor society had discovered him, and the local Masons had their eye
on him.

. His distinguished appearance, emphasized by a peculiar man-
nerism, singled him out for attention in any group. A tall, broad-shouldered
young man with wavy blond hair, blue eyes, and fine features, he had
developed an odd posture. He had a defect in one eye. In order to com-
pensate for it he tilted his head slightly forward and sideways in a perpetual
attitude of courteous deference and attentive interest. The mere appearance
conveyed so definite an impression of assent and approbation that many
people, on early acquaintance, sincerely believed that they had completely
captivated James Buchanan and reciprocated by attentions to him which
he attributed to traits more complimentary to him than a wry neck. Partly
because of this physical peculiarity, Buchanan made a good “first impres-
sion” on almost everybody he met. Difficulties often arose when those
who thought they were close to him realized that they had been reading his
looks rather than his mind, and such persons would break off with a sense
of personal injury.

As he stood on the courthouse steps facing his friends, Assembly-
man James Buchanan looked the part of distinction, and he knew it. With
sonorous voice he now set out to prove his Federalism. This, he said, was
a celebration of men who had “burst asunder the chains that bound them
to Great Britain” and had “presented to the world a spectacle of wisdom
and firmness which has never been excelled.” On this foundation was
built the glorious Constitution of the United States. But there was a
powerful faction in the nation which had bitterly opposed the Constitution.
“The individuals of which it was composed were called anti-Federalists,
and were the founders of the Democratic party.” Having failed to destroy
the Constitution, these men transferred their hatred of it to the glorious
Administration of General Washington, reviling and cursing both the man
and his measures. Who were these dark and malignant characters?
“Demagogues,” said James Buchanan, “Factionaries,” “friends of the
French,” men of the “blackest ingratitude” who were obsessed by “‘diabolic
passions.” Such were the leaders of Democracy.

And how did the factionists use the power they had won by foul
means in 18007 They began with the destruction of the navy. Then they
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declared war on commerce; not satisfied with depriving it of naval protec-
tion, they proceeded to annihilate it by embargo. Having wrecked business
until “the stillness of death pervaded every street,” they proceeded system-
atically to wreck credit by destroying the Bank of the United States and
by stopping national taxation.

Then, having totally prostrated the national economy, they
declared war. Why? There was no invasion. There was no longer a
serious question of rights on the high seas; few ships were out, the mer-
chants made no protest, and England was already offering to adjust this
issue. What then was the cause? It was, said Buchanan, "the over-weaning
partiality of the Democratic party for France.” Napoleon Bonaparte
dictated Democratic party policy, and James Madison, in following this
direction, “preferred his private interest to the public good.”

And what were the results? The country was wholly unprepared
for war. Without any remaining basis for taxation, and now afraid to try
new taxes, the government borrowed at ruinous rates until it was on the
verge of bankruptcy. Instead of conquering, the nation had itself been
invaded. *The very capital of the United States, the lofty temple of liberty,
which was reared and consecrated by Washington, has been abandoned
to its fate by his degenerate successor, who ought to have shed his last
drop of blood in its defence.”#

The throng in the square was getting excited; young Jimmie was
giving them more than they had bargained for. “Thanks to Heaven,”
Buchanan went on, “that we have obtained a peace, bad and disgraceful as
it is; otherwise, the beautiful structure of the federal government, supported
by the same feeble hands, might have sunk, like the capitol into ruins.”
The true policy of the future would be to abandon forever the wild projects
of that “philosophic visionary,” Thomas Jefferson, and to "turn out of
power those weak and wicked men, who have abandoned the political path
marked out for this country by Washington.”®

The speech was a political success. The Washington Association
ordered a large number of copies to be printed for state distribution, and
the local Federalists within a month had named Buchanan to lead again
their ticket of Assemblymen. But the attack provoked s hatred of Buchanan
among the Jeffersonian Democrats of Lancaster County which was destined
to endure from that moment to the day of his death. Even James's rabidly
pro-Federalist father thought his attack was too severe and would hurt
the feelings of his friends of the opposite party.*®

Buchanan’s speech on the theme “turn the rascals out” put him
in tune with the national political movement to rejuvenate the Federalist
party by alliance with disgruntled conservative Democrats. This combina-
tion would soon promote DeWitt Clinton for the presidency and a little
later would take control of Pennsylvania.3®
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COUNSEL FOR THE DEFENSE

On his return to Harrisburg in December, 1815, Buchanan again sat with
the Judiciary Committee and was named also to the Committee on Banks.3!
Most of the session was devoted to banking problems which had grown out
of the chartering, the year before, of 41 new state banks, few of which
could now redeem their note issues. A majority of the Committee on Banks
recommended that the state, by law, should require banks to redeem their
notes in specie by a given date or forfeit their charters. Buchanan prepared
a minority report urging the legislature to stay out of the matter until the
banks had been given more time to solve their own problems. With the
same laissezfaire point of view, Buchanan opposed the recharter of the
United States Bank which was then under hot discussion in Washington.

Although the Assembly took no action on the Bank proposals, the
discussions bothered Buchanan and made him reconsider his political
ideas. The impetuous, unstable and mob-produced actions of the radical
Democracy he found revolting, sometimes frightening. Control of business
and politics by a closed corporation of the wealthy he could not accept as
just. He had respect for the will of the majority, but he had an equal
respect for individual rights in property. He believed that the greatest
glory of the American Constitution was that it embodied this dual concept;
that it drew a careful balance between the demands of persons and of
property. But no existing political party accepted both of these doctrines.
With his ideas, Buchanan was not sure in which party he belonged.

Nor was he certain, at the end of the session, what to do next.
The Lancaster Federalists believed in passing around the loaves and fishes;
one term in the Assembly was usual, two the maximum tolerated by local
tradition. His friend Jasper Slaymaker was next in line for the job. He
was not even sure that he wanted to return to Lancaster, for it had been
less cordial to him since he had entered politics. He had angered some
leading Federalists by his militia bill speech and infuriated practically all of
the Democrats by his Fourth of July oration. For a time he dallied with the
thought of going to Philadelphia to practice, but his father counselled him
against making rash and hasty changes3? After struggling with the decision
until he got an attack of bilious fever, which generally accompanied his
emotional crises, he determined to go back to Lancaster and try to improve
his practice. He was still making only $2000 a year and had notes to meet.33

During the next four years, therefore, Buchanan plunged into
“unremitting application to the practice of the law.” His cases covered the
whole range of a country lawyer’s practice. He engaged in criminal and
civil suits, tried cases, consulted, settled estates, served notices, arranged
property transfers, drew up articles of incorporation, unsnarled tax con-
troversies, and, in short, took up any litigation or question of legal opinion
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which came his way. Although most of his business was transacted in the
Lancaster courts, he frequently appeared before the bench in York,
Dauphin, Lebanon, and Cumberland Counties.?4

Slowly, by dint of sheer mental labor and the application of time
to his business, Buchanan built up a reputation for thoroughness and
competence which brought more and more property work to his desk. His
arguments before court and addresses to juries were anything but brilliant
or spell-binding, but they achieved their object by sheer mass of data tightly
knit by logic. Some called him a hair-splitter. He did not, however.
emphasize detail at the expense of the main point. He carried argument
into areas so minute they were boring, but he never lost connection with
the basic issue. This habit was to affect his political speeches, from which
it is extremely difficult to extract any sentence without materially damaging
a train of thought. He was long-winded, but in planned papers never re-
petitive. A Lancaster judge wrote of him: “he was cut out by nature for a
great lawyer, and I think was spoiled by fortune when she made him
a statesman.”®8

Buchanan was at this time called to a case which tremendously
enhanced his legal reputation. The Democrats in the Pennsylvania
Legislature for years had been warring upon the Federalist judges of the
state by bringing indiscriminate charges against them. The root of the
problem was political, stemming from the efforts of the Jefferson Adminis-
tration in the early 1800’s to get rid of Federalists in the courts. Judges,
both state and federal, held life tenure in those days, subject to "good
behavior,” but were removable for cause by impeachment. The Pennsyl-
vania Democrats had been gunning for Judge Walter Franklin for years;
now they thought they had him.

After the Pennsylvania militia had been mustered into Federal
service in July, 1814, a Lancastrian named Houston refused to serve. A
state militia court-martial convicted and fined him. Houston appealed the
case through the courts, and Judge Franklin gave him a favorable verdict,
on the ground that state authority ended when the militia entered the
national army. The Supreme Court of the United States reversed this
decision, and the Democratic legislature impeached Franklin for rendering
a faulty opinion3®

Franklin selected Buchanan to handle his defense for many
reasons. He had been outspoken against the judge-hunting activities of
the Legislature, he was a personal friend and neighbor of Franklin, he had
had recent experience in the Assembly, and he would certainly spare no
effort in preparing his argument. It was nonetheless remarkable that the
sole responsibility was handed to a twenty-five-year-old attorney.

Buchanan argued that if a legislature destroyed a judge merely
because it objected to the legal opinion he expressed in a trial, without any
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hint of crime or misdemeanor, it equally destroyed the constitution which
established the legislature and judiciary as independent and co-ordinate
branches of government. A witness in the Senate wrote that the argument
*was conducted with great ingenuity, eloquence, and address. It made a
deep impression.” The impeachment managers were nonplussed and
adjourned the trial for several weeks until they could prepare their reply.
It was not convincing, and the Senate acquitted Franklin.

But this decision did not end the matter. On February 24, 1817,
a committee of the House drew up another set of impeachment articles
against Franklin and his lay associates, this time on the grounds that
Franklin had refused to force two Lancaster attorneys, W. C. Frazer and
Patton Ross, to turn over a $300 judgment they had collected for a plaintiff,
having kept the sum as a part of legal fees due them. The House entered
a two-to-one vote for impeachment. Buchanan again conducted the defense,
but this time he requested the assistance of his preceptor. They achieved
an acquittal before the Senate by a vote of 21 to 9.3

As if this were not enough, still another set of articles of impeach-
ment against Franklin was adopted by the Legislature in March, 1818.
Franklin wrote Buchanan to collect half a dozen witnesses he would need
from Lancaster and come to Harrisburg on March 5th or 6th. Buchanan
tried to secure the help of Hopkins and Parker Campbell of Philadelphia,
but neither was able to be at Harrisburg at the required time. “Of course,”
wrote Campbell, “you will have to proceed in the case of the Judges per se. . .
You will have to ‘cry aloud and spare not.” If some of the principal actors
in this disgraceful scene are unmasked, it may prevent a recurrence of
their sinister projects.”3?

This trial terminated in a fight between the House and the Senate
which threw the impeachment into the background. The Senate originally
agreed to sit as a court in the House chamber, with the House in attendance
in Committee of the Whole; but after a few days the Senators decided to
meet in their own chamber, inviting the House to sit with them there.
This the House chose to consider an intentional insult, perpetrated in
defiance of parliamentary rules. The House held an indignation meeting
in its own hall and when sufficiently inflamed by oratory, tumultuously
invaded the Senate, bursting through the door, climbing through the
windows, jamming the gallery, and packing the aisle. Everyone began
shouting at once. Eventually the leaders of both groups exchanged apolo-
gies, and the trial reconvened, but by that time the Legislature was so much
absorbed in its own contest over rules of order that the impeachment
geemed a perfunctory interruption4® Franklin was again acquitted.

Buchanan’s success at these trials greatly extended his reputation
and expanded his practice. Probably not many people read his arguments,
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but everyone knew that a lawyer who had three times in three years success-
fully defended the President Judge before whom he tried most of his cases
would be a good man to have as counsel. Buchanan’s income rose from
$2000 in 1815 to $8000 in 1818. He now began to experience, as his father
had predicted, the kind of whispering campaign which commonly centers on
a young man who progresses fast.



3
BIRTH OF A BACHELOR e« 1819-1820

ANN COLEMAN

Buchanan’s associations in Lancaster rapidly broadened as he settled down
to practice. His first close friend in town, except for Jasper Slaymaker,
was Amos Ellmaker, a Yale graduate who had later studied law under
Judge Reeve at the Litchfield School in Connecticut and finished his
training in James Hopkins’s office while Buchanan was a student there.
Through Ellmaker, Buchanan met Molton C. Rogers, son of the Governor
of Delaware, who had also studied at Litchfield and was admitted to the
Lancaster bar in 1811. Buchanan dined at the same bachelor mess as
Rogers and in 1816, when these two formed a loose partnership, Rogers
moved into Buchanan’s law offices on East King Street. Many local
Dickinson alumni expanded the circle of Buchanan’s acquaintances, some
of them men of influence like Judge Alexander Hayes and William Noxris
and others, young men of prominent families such as Henry Shippen,
George Ross Hopkins, and William A. Boyd. James saw much of Gerardus
Clarkson, son of the Episcopal Rector, and of John Reynolds, both officers
of the Farmers Bank. He associated in many law cases with William
Jenkins, a Hopkins student of 1801 who had grown rich in the iron business.

By October, 1816, Buchanan had progressed along the road to
acceptance in Lancaster far enough to be named as one of the managers for
the annual society ball. In November he petitioned for admittance to the
Masonic Lodge and was sponsored by Rogers and Reynolds. After his
initiation on December 11, 1816, he rose rapidly to Junior Warden,
Worshipful Master and after a few years to Deputy Grand Master of the
First District. As his responsibilities in the community grew, he spent
less and less time with the footloose young men who nightly frequented
the back rooms of the local taverns. He had enjoyed their company as an
escape from work and loneliness, but he had no talent for stories, hated
gambling, and had too often made a fool of himself by getting drunk and
winding up dancing on a table top. He now received more invitations to
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dinner and often spent cvenings at fashionable homes. He did have 2
talent for making himself agreeable to families of standing in the town and
for raising the hopes of their unmarried daughters. As the years passed
and his reputation as a promising young lawyer continued to grow, he
became Lancaster’s most eligible bachelor. He relished the role.!

Sometime in 1818, Molton Rogers began courting Eliza Jacobs,
daughter of Cyrus Jacobs who had amassed great wealth as an ironmaster
and now lived at Pool Forge, east of Lancaster. Eliza’s brother was studying
law under Buchanan at the time. Before long Rogers proposed that
Buchanan should join him some evening as an escort for Eliza's cousin,
Ann Caroline Coleman. He was delighted with the suggestion.

Ann Coleman was the belle of the town and the daughter of one
of the richest men in the country. A willowy, black-haired girl with dark,
lustrous eyes, she was by turns proud and self-willed, tender and affec-
tionate, quiet and introspective, or giddy and wild. That she remained
unmarried at twenty-two may have been because she was emotionally
unstsble, but more likely it was due to the stubborn insistence of her
parents that she make an advantageous marriage.

Her father, Robert Coleman, had been born near Castle Finn,
in County Donegal, Ireland, not far from the ancestral home of Buchanan.
Migrating to America in 1764 as a youth of sixteen, he had worked first as
a laborer and then as a clerk for ironmaster James Old of Reading, Pennsyl-
vania, and later married his daughter. By 1800, he had come into posseasion
of half a dozen fine iron properties and ranked as one of the nation’s first
millionaires. A strong-willed, hot-tempered and vindictive man, he had an
inordinate pride in his wealth and was continually suspicious that others
had designs on it. He was sensitive about social prestige, possibly because
he had once had none, and enjoyed public deference. He had served as a
lay judge of the Lancaster County court, was a trustee of Dickinson College,
and a warden in the local Episcopal Church.?

Coleman moved to Lancaster in 1809 and established his family
of five sons and four daughters in a town house on East King Street, half a
block from the square3 The eldest daughter, Margaret, married Judge
Joseph Hemphill of Philadelphia, commonly known as “Single-Speech
Hemphill” because his maiden speech in the 7th Congress proved also to
be his last. For years Ann Coleman had watched Jimmy Buchanan, the
handsome six-footer from Mercersburg, walking between his office and the
Courthouse past her front window. They undoubtedly met before 1818
at one or another of the annual balls in the great room of the White Swan
Inn, but there is no indication that they saw much of each other until then.

Now Ann and Buchanan began a serious courtship, and things
moved rapidly. The winter of 1818-1819 must have been a revelation to
him. Once he had penetrated the mysterious circle of the iron families, 2
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whole new world opened. Robert Coleman seemed to have as many
mansions as kings had castles, Buchanan could visit with Ann at the
Elizabeth Furnace Mansion, or at Cornwall, or at Speedwell Forge, or
Hopewell Furnace, or Colebrookdale, or Martic Forge and always be within
the family. Or they might go on a sleigh-ride with Rogers and Eliza Jacobs
to Pool Forge and stop by on the way home at the Jenkins’ estate, Windsor
Forge. Everywhere there was food, wine, brandy, gaiety and an invitation
to stay a few days. Buchanan sometimes wondered whether he was not
aspiring too far above his station, for he could not return such hospitality.

James and Ann became engaged during the summer of 1819.
About the same time, Molton Rogers gave his heart to Eliza Jacobs. Lan-
caster ladies whipped up a whirlwind of excited speculation and gossip
about the possibility of a double wedding, with two of the community’s
richest fathers footing the bill for what would surely be a festive occasion
unmatched in the past. But not everyone viewed the prospect with
pleasure. Mrs. Coleman did not approve of her daughter’s choice and her
father, now 71 years old, also had his doubts. It is very likely that as a
trustee of Dickinson, he wondered whether Ann ought to marry a man who
had been once dismissed and twice under faculty discipline there. As
a careful businessman he probably disapproved of the wager on the 1816
election by which Buchanan lost three tracts of Warren County land to
Rogers# He may also have been dismayed by the antics of some of Bu-
chanan’s associates, such as Jasper Slaymaker and John Reynolds, who had
gained notoriety a few years before by a practical joke which cost them
$6700. These two, while riding past a public sale in a carriage, had shouted
out a bid, then whipped up the horse and driven off. They were recognized,
and the auctioneer knocked down to them as high bidders a hotel and
ferryboat line in Columbia.? According to Robert Coleman’s lights, these
were not the ways to protect or develop a fortune.

In the latter part of the summer, Buchanan drove to Mercersburg
to tell his parents about his bride-to-be and then set out for Bedford Springs
for a brief rest. He had gone there for the past two summers and had been
delighted with the sparkling waters, the beautiful serpentine walks up
Constitution Hill and Federal Hill, the quiet artificial lake, and the magnifi-
cent hotel with its broad verandas. He thought he would try the new
‘Pennsylvania turnpike and got as far as Sideling Hill when he encountered
a short unfinished stretch of the road which proved impassable. As he
was about to turn back, a young Irishman from a group of nearby workmen
came up and offered to have his crew carry the gig over the rocks and get
him on his way again. In fifteen minutes they had done the job. “My
name is John Hughes,” said the genial foreman.® Many years hence
Buchanan would have occasion to remember that name.
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On his return to Lancaster, Buchanan found his office in pande-
monium. The autumn of 1819 had developed into a nightmare for men of
property and the lawyers who handled it. The delirium of the financial
panic had reached its peak, land was selling so fast and cheap that even the
sheriff’s fees could not be realized, and Buchanan was frantically busy.
One complex case proved a particularly heavy drain on his time—a suit
upon which depended the continued existence of the Columbia Bridge
Company, an enterprise in which many of his local friends had a financial
interest. William Jenkins and the Farmers Bank were deeply involved,
and the case had ramifications which required Buchanan to go to Phila-
delphia several times.”

As if this were not enough, the political scene was in turmoil.
The local Federalist party was falling apart and had turned to its young
men for help. Furthermore, the Missouri Compromise question was at
this moment alarming the country “like a fire bell in the night.” During
the week of November 23, Buchanan attended public meetings and served
on & committee with James Hopkins and William Jenkins to prepare official
resolutions instructing the District Congressman to oppose the extension
of slavery to Missouri.?

With these preoccupations, he did not spend very much time
courting during October and November. Always conscientious and willing
to serve, he applied himself to business without pausing to recognize the
implications of his activity. The town did otherwise. Since his engage-
ment to Ann Coleman, he had become a major subject of conversation and
his every act or omission was subjected to special scrutiny. The teacup set
soon agreed that Buchanan was in love not with Ann but with the Coleman
fortune.

Sometime in November, Ann began to worry about this gossip,
which inevitably found its way into the Coleman household. When her
parents further poisoned her mind on the subject, she gradually began to
believe “‘that Mr. Buchanan did not treat her with that affection that she
expected from the man she would marry, and in consequence of his coolness
she wrote him a note telling him that she thought it was not regard for her
that was his object, but her riches.™

Ann’s letter put Buchanan in a difficult dilemma, and her reflec-
tion upon his integrity hit him where he was most sensitive; it hurt his
pride and self-respect. He must have felt that, in the light of Ann’s
suspicions, any marked quickening of his interest thereafter would only
be construed by her as additional proof of her charge. Hurt and frustrated
he answered Ann’s note politely but in a tone of injured innocence and
made no apology or explanation. There was as yet, however, no formal
breach, and matters might have been happily resolved had not another
incident occurred.
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This event is best explained in the words of a niece of the lady
who unwittingly precipitated the crisis. “Some time after the engagement
had been announced,” she wrote, “Mr. Buchanan was obliged to go out of
town on a business trip. He returned in a few days and casually dropped in
to see . . . Mrs. William Jenkins, with whose husband he was on terms of
intimate friendship. With her was staying her sister, Miss Grace Hubley,
. .. a pretty and charming young lady. From this innocent call the whole
trouble arose. A young lady told Miss Coleman of it and thereby excited
her jealousy. She was indignant that he should visit anyone before coming
to her. On the spur of the moment she penned an angry note and released
him from his engagement. The note was handed to him while he was in
the courthouse. Persons who saw him receive it remarked afterward that
they noticed him turn pale when he read it. Mr. Buchanan was a proud
man. The large fortune of his lady was to him only another barrier to his
trying to persuade her to reconsider her rejection of himself.”10

For several days thereafter Ann was so distressed and low-spirited
that her mother persuaded her to go to Philadelphia hoping that a change
of scene would improve her mental state. Her vitality was already low,
and she caught cold on the way to the city. She left Lancaster on Saturday,
December 4, in company with her younger sister, Sarah, to visit with sister
Margaret, apparently intending to see the series of plays and operas cur-
rently being offered at the Philadelphia Theatre.

After Ann’s departure, Buchanan immersed himself in business.
On Monday, December 6, he succeeded in getting a settlement out of court
of the Columbia Bridge Company case. He was at the prothonotary’s office
for a considerable part of the day, entering the decisions of the arbitrators,
getting signatures of the principal parties to the agreement, and winding
up the details.!* It was a great triumph for him.

Early Thursday morning, December 9, the thunderbolt struck.
A special messenger from Philadelphia brought the shocking news that
Ann Coleman had died suddenly at her sister’s home shortly after midnight.
Judge Thomas Kittera of Philadelphia, who knew the Colemans, recorded
in his diary the events of that fatal day which changed the course of
James Buchanan’s life and with it possibly the course of American history.

“At noon yesterday,” wrote Kittera, “I met this young lady on
the street, in the vigour of health, and but a few hours after [] her friends
were mourning her death. She had been engaged to be married, and some
unpleasant misunderstanding occurring, the match was broken off. This
circumstance was preying on her mind. In the afternoon she was laboring
under a fit of hysterics; in the evening she was so little indisposed that her
sister visited the theatre. After night she was attacked with strong hysteri-
cal convulsions, which induced the family to send for physicians, who
thought this would soon go off, as it did; but her pulse gradually weakened
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until midnight, when she died. Dr. Chapman, . .. says it is the first instance
he ever knew of hysteria producing death. To affectionate parents sixty
miles off what dreadful intelligence—to a younger sister whose evening was
spent in mirth and folly, what a lesson of wisdom does it teach. Beloved
and admired by all who knew her, in the prime of life, with all the ad-
vantages of education, beauty, and wealth, in a moment she has been
cut off.”?

Judge Kittera might well have added, what crushing intelligence
to her ex-fancé. The news swept through Lancaster like a soul-chilling
wind. One gentleman wrote of it as *“the most affecting circumstance that
has ever taken place here since I have been an inhabitant.”? There im-
mediately arose the hint of suicide, though no one could produce any valid
evidence of it. The hideous part was that nobody apparently did know
exactly what had happened, and it is entirely probable that James Buchanan
lived out his whole life haunted by doubts and self-accusations. But people
thought and talked even if they did not have the facts. One Lancaster lady
wrote of the public reaction against Buchanan: “I believe that her friends
now look upon him as her Murderer.”* The Colemans seemed to feel
that way about it.

Buchanan immediately wrote an anguished letter to Ann's father
requesting permission to see the corpse and to walk as a mourner. The
Jetter, despatched to the Coleman home by messenger, was refused at the
door and returned unopened. In this note, Buchanan had written: “It is
now no time for explanation, but the time will come when you will discover
that she, as well as I, have been much abused. God forgive the authors of
it . . . ] may sustain the shock of her death, but I feel that happiness has
fled from me forever.”®

As he came face to face with the bitter hatred of the Colemans
and the insidious suicide rumors, Buchanan slowly began to recognize the
full horror of his situation. Unable to endure solitude, and even less able
to confront people on the street, he fled to the rooms of Judge Walter
Franklin, who was then living next door to the Coleman home. Here he
tried to compose a fitting last tribute to Ann for publication in the Lancaster
Journal. A printer’s devil from editor Dickson’s office, who was sent for
the copy, recalled finding Buchanan “so disturbed by grief that he was
unable to write the notice.”” Judge Franklin finally composed it himself.!®

The Hemphills brought Ann Coleman’s body to Lancaster on
Saturday, December 11, and on the Sabbath she was buried in the 5t. James
Episcopal churchyard in a ceremony witnessed by a vast number of people.
Buchanan tried unsuccessfully to get a grip on himself and go back to work.
A Lancaster girl’s report suggests what he had to facc. “After Mr. Buchanan
was denied his requests,” she wrote, “he secluded himself for a few days
and then sallied forth as bold as ever. It is now thought that this affair will
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lessen his Consequence in Lancaster as he is the whole conversation of
the town.”%?

A few days after the funeral, James Buchanan stepped from the
rear door of his quarters into the gloomy morning darkness of December,
made his way carefully across the cobblestone courtyard back of the
Leopard Tavern, passed under the stone archway which led out to Duke
Street, and there climbed aboard the early stage for the West. Huddled in
his greatcoat, he made no effort to lean forward when the coach passed by
the St. James churchyard.

In later years he could not have reconstructed if he had wished
that agonizing, endless ride from Lancaster to Mercersburg. His mind was
numh;, his spirit, in utter confusion. What now? He could not stay in
Lancaster, nor could he leave without tremendous sacrifice. And in the
background of his thought there dinned one half-formed yet persistent
conclusion: that this tragedy marked the end of James Buchanan. What
he would be hereafter would have to be, somehow, different from what he
bad been before. Buchanan shivered from more than the cold, and let his
thoughts merge with the bleak greyness of the winter dawn.

The family impressed itself upon him this Christmas in a way he
had not before appreciated. In it he found warmth and sympathy, trust
and admiration, expectation of great achievement from the eldest son and
brother as well as the assumption that he, very soon, might be their guardian
and provider. The realization of his increasing importance within the
family and of the responsibility that he bore for others gave to James a
renewed sense of purpose in life. It appealed to his already strong concept
of personal duty and pleasantly nourished his ambition for eminence,
giving to both a gratifying quality of unselfishness. While the Coleman
marriage would probably have eased the path and quickened his pace to
achievement, position, and wealth, he did not doubt after the first shock
of the tragedy had passed that with determination and application he could
attain these objects without outside help. In fact, the gossip attending
Ann’s death made it almost a mandate that he prove himself, in order to
maintain his self-respect.

But even such rationalization could not quite overcome James’s
reluctance to face again what he knew must await him when he returned.
His pride and vanity were wounded to a degree that he had to have some
armor to protect him. His mother supplied the material for it. She had
that kind of faith which assumed that whatever happened was an act of the
Deity intended especially for her instruction and benefit. On one occasion
when a fire destroyed the homes of several neighbors and her own was
saved by a sudden shift in the wind, she had written: “Our situation was
indeed deplorable, but that Omnipotent being who governs all nature
graciously interposed in our behalf.™
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On this solid rock of faith, James Buchanan built his protective
wall. His armor would be an unquestioning acceptance of what is, as the
manifestation of divine order. There now began to appear in Buchanan’s
correspondence those sentences which, over the years, he was to repeat
incessantly: ‘“Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” *It is better to
bear the ills we have than to fly to others we know not of.” He used them
as a statement of resignation, as a balm for personal disappointments, and
as a convenient means of side-tracking the necessity of seeking original
courses of action. Today he would do the routine work for today: God
would take care of tomorrow. This attitude brought peace of mind but
stifled imagination; it lowered emotional tension but destroyed zest for
any cause; it counselled patience but obscured the importance of right
timing in human affairs; it eased adjustment but eliminated experiment.

It was fortunate that his desk was piled high with unfinished
business when he got back to his office in January, 1820. He plunged into
preparations for the February session of court and found that attention to
the troubles of others distracted him from his own. He spent some time
developing his “casebook,” a bound volume in which, with meticulous
neatness, he transcribed the main facts of cases he had tried, noting at the
end the judgment of the bench and the general principles of law which
applied. He indexed this volume in another notebook in such a manner
that he could continue into the future, making the references cumulative.}?

Before long it became fairly spparent that his recent notoricty
would improve his law business. His tragedy had resulted, in part, from
his neglect of private affairs in order to attend to the interests of his clients,
This was good advertising. He also found cases coming to him from those
who had no love for the Colemans and from persons who sympathized with
his plight at the same time that they trusted his legal ability.

Several trisls, unimportant in themselves, contributed to his
expanding reputation. A man charged with threatening the life of another
retained Buchanan to defend him. When the plaintiff took the stand
Buchanan asked him:

“Well, sir, suppose you were a man of more nerve, a man not
easily frightened by threat—put yourself in the pesition of a courageous
man—would you have cared for the threat of my client?”

*] am a man,” replied the plaintiff, “‘of as much courage as any-
body, sir.”

“Then you were not frightened when my client threatened you?”

“No, sir.”

*You are not afraid of him?"

“No, I am not.”

*“Well, then, what did you bring this charge for? I move ..
dismissal.”
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The court dismissed the case.?®

In another case, tried in Harrisburg, Buchanan was retained by
the plaintiff in an action of ejectment. After examining the deeds to the
property, James told his client that he had no case—that a link in the title
was missing. The client insisted, however, that Buchanan go ahead with
the case. At the trial the attorneys for the defendant overlooked the weak
point in the title. When, after the conclusion of testimony, they saw and
tried to remedy their error, Buchanan held that under the rules then in
force they could not introduce further evidence. The court so charged
the jury, and Buchanan’s client won. The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania
later upheld the verdict of the lower court.?!

An observer in the courtroom during the famous property trial of
Bowman v. K6nigmacher in 1820 wrote: “I never heard better pleading in
the Court House of Lancaster before: Hopkins & Jenkins for K&énigmacher
& Buchanan for Bowman,—who argued very ably.”?? Judge Alexander L.
Hayes of the County Court stated that “he never listened to an advocate
who was equal to Mr. Buchanan, whether in clear & logical arguments to
the Court, or in convincing appeals to the reason and sympathies of the
jury.”2 This developing reputation brought to Buchanan not only personal
gratification and more business but led to an increasing number of applica-
tions by young law students to take their preceptorship under him. James
was particularly pleased when ironmaster Cyrus Jacobs engaged him as his
legal advisor in June, 1820.%

FLIGHT TO POLITICS

In the meantime, Pennsylvania politics built up to a high pitch of excite-
ment. Many persons, it is true, referred to the election of 1820 as an
“era of good feeling,” but this expression had a very special meaning and
was limited to the presidential canvass. There was little “good feeling”
among political rivals for state and local office.

The Pennsylvania contest for the governorship in 1820 developed
into a bitter, violent fight which the Federalists confidently hoped to win
because of a split among the Democrats. William Findlay, a neighbor of
the Buchanans in Mercersburg, had served one term as Democratic governor
and was standing for re-election. The Federalists now coalesced with a
disgruntled portion of the Democrats to form a party called the Independent
Republicans, who nominated Joseph Hiester, a Revolutionary veteran and
an old Federalist.2

The Federalists of Lancaster, casting about for a Congressional
candidate to head their ticket for the district comprising Dauphin, Lebanon
and Lancaster Counties, settled on Buchanan. The election contest hinged
almost wholly upon the office of governor and by midsummer had become
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acrimonious and bitter, as campaigns always do when a large party splits
and a portion of it allies itself with the traditional enemy. Buchanan's
opponents not only dragged out the Coleman affair but also brought his
father prominently into the mud-slinging.

One long effusion of July, in the form of a public “Letter to
James Buchanan, Esquire” made cruel reference to his recent tragedy and
blamed him for a vile attack on Findlay for ownership of a Negro slave,
Hannah, alleging that Hannah had formerly been the property of Bu-
chanan’s father. As a final touch, the letter was signed “‘Colebrook,™ to
suggest authorship by one of the Colemans.

If Buchanan was angry at the crude references to Ann, he was
furious that his father and old Hannah should be dragged into a political
smear. Until the Findlays took her, Hannah had been his childhood nurse,
ignorant, innocent and devoted. His father had become responsible for
her as executor of an estate, and had eventually fixed her with the neighbor-
ing Findlay family who provided a home for her. Buchanan had an affection
for the old lady and never left Mercersburg without visiting her and taking
her some little remembrance28 The newspaper charge that he had assailed
Governor Findlay for enslaving old Hannah made him sce red*” His father
cautioned him, “That piece is well calculated to irritate & burt your
feelings. . . . Let not your passions get the better of your suber judgment.
If you are the author, meet the dispute with firmness and truth, & if you
are not the author, let them expose themselves a little further that they
may be taken in their own snare. I will be anxious to hear from you on
this subject.”?8 Buchanan categorically denied that he had anything to
do with the “Haunah” stories, but the episode abated some of his youthful
idealism about politics.®®

On the evening of August 25, the Lancaster “Federal-Republican™
delegates got together to select formally the slate agreed upon privately
long before. They named Buchanan for Congress and Edward Coleman,
Ann’s brother, for the State Senate. The whole ticket was pledged to work
for the election of Joseph Hiester to the governorship. A few weeks later
the conference committee of the three counties comprising the district
pominated Buchanan and John Phillips of Dauphin County for Congress
as “friends of reform.” The terminology was significant. Locally Bu-
chanan’s supporters were “Republican Federalists™ signifying the coalitivn
back of Hiester; but for national office his suppurters were “friends of
reform,” a designation which openly recognized the current uselessness of
party labels in Washington. On September 1, the supporters of Findlay
held meetings and reported a “Democratic ticket” including Jacob Hibsh-
man of Lancaster for Congress, and Molton C. Rogers for State Senator.3¢

Buchanan stayed aloof from the rough and tumble political hight.
He made only a few formal speeches and sent no contributions to the
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newspapers, letting the editors write on his behalf. His political métier
was not the hustings and the editorial column; it was the private letter and
the personal conference. He liked to discuss strategy but left it to others
to execute the tactical maneuvers. The Findlay men tried hard to draw
Buchanan into an open skirmish, but he always parried by a purposeful
disdain to join in a newspaper brawl. His editor friends, explaining his
refusal to stump the district, wrote: “Those acquainted with the gentleman,
know that his time is more usefully as well as more profitably employed.”
For 2 conservative constituency this was psychologically sound. In the
fall election Buchanan and Phillips carried their district by a comfortable
majority, and Federalist Joseph Hiester became governor.

Buchanan would not go to Washington for more than a year;
the session of Congress to which he had been elected would convene in
December, 1821. In the meantime he faced a heavy schedule of cases at
court, and had to familiarize himself with his approaching duties as Con-
gressman. December court awarded him a decision in the long drawn out
case of Bowman v. Konigmacher. In January he defended a group of men
charged with manslaughter,® and in May scored one of his greatest court-
room triumphs by successfully defending William Hamilton against a
charge of the murder of Ann Piersol.??

On June 11, 1821, Buchanan’s father died. The old gentleman
was just entering the driveway of his Mercersburg home in a rig he had
driven from Dunwoodie Farm when the horse bolted, throwing Mr.
Buchanan out of the carriage. His head struck the iron tire, and he died
soor thereafter. James went to Mercersburg immediately to take charge
and found, to his chagrin, that his father had failed to leave a will. James
spent the rest of the summer working out details of the settlement of the
complicated estate in a manner that would enable his mother to get along
with as little worry as possible, finance the education of the three boys,
William, George and Edward, and care for the unmarried girls, Sarah
and Harriet.

THE SEVENTEENTH CONGRESS

Late in November, James left by stage for the national capital, entrusting
his King Street rooms to a housekeeper. Rogers would stop in occasionally,
he told her, to pick up some wine and jugs of apple brandy. He wanted the
rooms kept clean but otherwise undisturbed, as he would be back in
Lancaster from time to time to attend to his practice.

In Washington he found quarters at the establishment of a
Mrs. Peyton in company with Representatives Andrew R. Govan of South
Carolina, Henry D. Dwight of Massachusetts, and George Blake, a Bostonian
friend of Daniel Webster.3® The capital city itself was a disappointment
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he had been forewarned to expect. The national Capitol stood unfinished
since its destruction by the British in 1814. From Capitol Hill stretched
Pennsylvania Avenue, lined with poplars and conveying a hint of dignity
when viewed at a distance, but it presented only a morass of mudholes to
those who had to travel it on their way to the president’s house at the
other end. The White House had been rebuilt and repainted, and at each
of the corners of the square it occupied stood one of the department
buildings. Between here and the Potomac stood a small group of shabby
houses near the Navy Yard and another along the river’s edge farther north.
A few fine edifices, mostly private homes or foreign embassies, dotted the
terrain north of Pennsylvania Avenue, but most of the buildings were small
and shoddy—even the hotels.

On December 3, Buchanan and a number of other new members,
including John Tod of Pennsylvania and George McDuffie and Joel Poinsett
of South Carolina, were introduced to the House. The chamber itself was
poorly designed for its purpose. The gallery was simply "a platform raised
a foat or two above the floor, which gave the honorable members an excel-
lent opportunity of attending to the ladies who had come to listen to
them.”* Huge pillars so blocked the view that no one could see the whole
assembly and many legislators could not see the Chair.

Buchanan found a few familiar faces—John Findlay from Franklin
County, Joseph Hemphill of Philadelphia, Ben Hardin of Kentucky and
John Sergeant with whom Buchanan had associated in legal wurk in
Philadelphia. Sergeant, Chairman of the Judiciary Committee, briefed
bim on the various members. “I well remember Mr. Sergeant putting me
on guard against Mr. Randolph’s friendship,™® he wrote. Juhn Randolph
of Roanoke, brilliant, eccentric and vitriolic, was the showman of Congress,
a man who could always electrify the gallery but he was not considered a
“business member” of the House.

Philip P. Barbour of Virginia occupied the Speeker’s chair, and
Henry Baldwin of Pennsylvania had been named chairman of the powerful
Ways and Means Committee. Buchanan quickly got acquainted with
Ninian Edwards of Illinois, an old Dickinson alumnus. But William
Lowndes of South Carolina commanded his chief interest. He had learned
of Lowndes through Langdon Cheves, former President of the Second Bank
of the United States, a South Carolinian who had for several years been
living in Lancaster. The news that the South Carolina Legislature had just
unanimously nominated Lowndes for the presidency in 1824 gave special
interest to his presence in the House.

Buchanan made Lowndes his ideal, for he displayed those qualities
which James admired and tried to cultivate in himself—sincerity of
purpose, full command of information, gentleness of address, an aversion
to giving offense to an opponent, and utter fairness in debate. Randolph
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once remarked after hearing Lowndes present the argument of an adversary
prior to demolishing it, “He will never be able to answer himself."36

Buchanan quickly showed that he planned to be a “business
member”’ of Congress. He was appointed to the Committee on Agriculture
two days after the House organized, and he made his first speech ten days
after his arrival. Within three weeks he had taken the floor formally on
three occasions. Writing to Judge Franklin of his early impressions, he
confided that after hearing various members speak, he was “forcibly struck
with the idea that the reputation of many of them, stands higher than it
deserves.” His own speeches, he reported, had received a “tolerable share
of attention, which in a very great degree I attributed to the curiosity of
the Members,” though he himself had felt much embarrassed. Most im-
portant, he could make himself distinctly heard, a rare achievement because
of the poor acoustics of the hall.%

Just before Congress adjourned for Christmas, Buchanan received
news from Harrisburg that gave him something to think about during the
brief recess. The State Legislature had just elected William Findlay to
the United States Senate by an overwhelming majority. That meant that
Buchanan’s party was defunct in Pennsylvania. The confused Washington
scene would doubtless provide new issues and bases of allegiance, but these
would have to be worked out. At the moment he was literally a man
without a party.

A few days before Congress reconvened, several gentlemen called
on Buchanan with a proposition. They wanted him to accept the notes
collected by Lowndes on the War Department Deficiency Bill, construct
them into a speech, and deliver it. Lowndes was ill and unable to do this
job himself. He wished to save John C. Calhoun, Secretary of War, from
his present embarrassment. Would Mr. Buchanan take over? He would,
indeed! With the most exquisite pleasure.

There was in the House at this time a group calling itself the
Radical party whose object was to limit the activities of the federal govern-
ment to the narrowest possible range. One means to this end was re-
trenchment, a rigorous cutting down of the expenses of government.
William Harris Crawford of Georgia led this party, which was particularly
hostile to John C. Calhoun. The root of their antagonism was doubtless
their conflicting ambition for the presidency, but the immediate source of
trouble was Calhoun’s alleged extravagance in administering the War
Department. Congress had appropriated $100,000 for Indian Administra-
tion for the year 1821—only half the usual amount provided for this
purpose. The Secretary of War had spent $170,000 which was less than
usual but $70,000 more than Congress had provided. The Deficiency Bill
on which Lowndes had planned to speak would enable Calhoun to pay the
debts incurred by the Indian Bureau of his Department.
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To be asked to do a favor for both Lowndes and Calhoun during
his first month in Congress indicated fast progress. It gave Buchanan the
opportunity he wanted to stake out some political lines in Washington.
Rumors that Buchanan would speak for Lowndes leaked out, and the House
listened with careful attention to his remarks.

This speech revealed Buchanan’s debating technique and identified
his particular talents in the forum. He entered the problem tentatively,
without convictions, admitted the plausibility of the opposition view, and
asserted his personal opinion with modesty and calculated understatement.
This introductory statement had the ring of sincerity and created 2 sympa-
thetic attitude in the audience—a lawyer’s bid for the jury.

He then stated the general principle from which the rest of the
reasoning would flow. *It ought to be a maxim in politics, as well as in
law, that an officer of your Government, high in the confidence of the
people, shall be presumed to have done his duty, until the reverse of
the proposition is proved.”

From this platform Buchanan launched into the details of his
problem, examining every possible meaning and ramification, »nd tracing
all to the stage of reductio ad absurdum except the one he supported, which
at length stood out like a beacon of sanity and good judgment by contrast.
Had Calhoun violated the Constitution? No. Was he to pay the bills of
his Department out of his own pocket? No. Was he intended to be a seer,
able to predict precisely the expenses of the army for years in advance? No.
Would the nation be safe if every executive officer ceased to function when
the previously voted funds ran out? Should the president admit the
invader because Congress had failed to budget for an invasion? Was it
reasonable to expect that the Indian Bureau, after a generation of activity,
could suddenly cut its program in half? If that were done, would not the
Secretary of War then be compelled to legislate in deciding what portions
of his functions, defined by statute, should be performed? Would this
decision not destroy the function of Congress in defining the scope of
executive action? Did Congress intend to force the executive to alter the.
laws of the land? If as a result, the border settlements were exposed to
Indian massacre, would Congress approve? Or did Congress expect the
executive to be endowed with the power to perform miracles—to do the
accustomed work without funds? Even if the Department of War had
erred, did Congress plan to repudiate contracts honestly entered into by
individuals with responsible agents of the United States Government,
punishing the innocent instead of the guilty? ‘"Why, then, considering
this question in every point of view in which it can be presented, is there
any objection against voting $70,000 to supply the deficiency in the appro-
priation of last year?"3?
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This speech serves as a fair sample of Buchanan’s platform
manner. Reason, supported by quantities of illustrative and supporting
data, embellished by pathos (“the shrieks of helpless women and children
under the scalping knife!”), converged upon an inevitable answer. In a
reasoned debate, Buchanan could so exhaust a subject that any reply was
bound to be a reiteration. Against wit or ridicule he was helpless, but in
serious debate he was formidable.

Many complimented him on his defense of the Deficiency Bill
which quickly passed by a large majority, despite a sarcastic sally by John
Randolph. Buchanan then settled down to work on the two main objectives
of his current tenure: to achieve re-election and to keep in touch with
presidential politics.

He obtained free public documents for the home constituency.
When these were unavailable for distribution, he laboriously copied some
in longhand for particular friends. He worked, through the War Depart-
ment, for the appointment of some Lancaster boys to West Point. He
demanded an inquiry to determine who had pocketed Pennsylvania’s
militia fines and got himself appointed chairman of a select committee to
conduct the probes® He introduced a group of resolutions to extend the
post-road system throughout his Congressional district; and he busied
himself in other ways to keep his name in the newspapers and show that he
was an active public servant#* Returning home at the end of the session,
Buchanan learned that he was to be the guest of honor at the Federalist
celebration of the Fourth of July at Swenk’s Spring, along the wooded
Conestoga. At the party enthusiastic supporters assured him that his
services were duly appreciated and would be *long remembered by his
constituents.”®2 The toasts, written in advance by the arrangements
committee, were indications of renomination. In fact the Federalists,
meeting at the end of August, did renominate him. It was quite a distinc-
tion to be run for Congress a second time, for the local Federalist practice
had always been to pass this job around among deserving workers. Bu-
chanan felt certain that in this case it was his industry that had broken
the precedent.

James kept his ears open for rumors on the presidential race.
William Lowndes soon drifted out of the picture because of a serious illness
which forced him to leave Congress early in 1822. “Whose chance from
present appearances is best for the office of President?” Buchanan wrote
in March. “In my opinion should the election take place tomorrow the
contest would be chiefly between Calhoun and Crawford. I consider Adams
out of the question . . . his disposition is as perverse and mulish as that of
his father.”® Among the members of Congress Buchanan found not the
slightest trace of distinction between Federalist and Democrat; the names
persisted, but they no longer signified anything. Many Democrats held
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Federalist ideas, while as many nominal Federalists were Democratic in
principle. He thought that Monroe's administration, though Democratic
in name, generally pursued the Federalist policy.*

Two events during this first session of the 17th Congress showed
new trends in Buchanan’s political thought. The Bankrupt Bill raised the
question whether the federal government should admit to bankruptey
proceedings all classes of citizens—farmers, laborers, artisans and others—
or whether bankruptcy procedures should be restricted to the mercantile
class, as had been customary. Federalist John Sergeant sponsored the bill
and during the Christmas recess of 1821 persuaded Buchanan to support it;
but as debate proceeded, James wavered and in March made a long speech
in opposition which contributed to the defeat of the measure. As Buchanan
had a strong personal attachment to Sergeant, his action must have been
based on some serious political soul-searching. What had he discovered?
A simple but, to him, a basic assumption: that in an organized society
property rights had to take precedence over human rights. He did not
develop this idea in its full implications, but he had the main point. To
extend the bankruptcy privilege would destroy property because of the
impossibility of controlling abuse of the privilege if it were extended to all
classes. To destroy property would be to destroy government and society.
He began dimly to see that human rights might conceivably be developed
together with property rights, but that without the security of property
every man would be doomed to the law of cannibalism in which no right
of any kind could be guaranteed.

This speech-has usually been cited as the beginning of Buchanan’s
adherence to the doctrine of States’ rights. It is true that in his compre-
hensive argument he warned that to give the federal courts jurisdiction
over bankrupts from the entire population would lead to federal consolida-
tion. But this was a subsidiary argument. His main theme was that the
bill would increase the perpetration of fraud because man was basically
criminal and would give way to temptation. “Rest assured,” he concluded,
“that our population require the curb more than the rein.” This was
Hamiltonian, not Jeffersonian.

A second Congressional event that also arbused Buchanan to
some original thinking was President Monroe’s veto message of a bill to
finance repairs on the Cumberland Road by permitting the federal govern-
ment to collect tolls. Buchanan had supported several proposals to improve
the Cumberland Road because he thought the road would strengthen the
Union and benefit Pennsylvania, but Monroe's veto pointed out the Con-
stitutional difficulties involved in a federal effort to collect a local tax.
Buchanan was so impressed by his own failure to see what a Pandora’s box
of federal intervention this would open that he tried repeatedly thereafter
to have the whole Cumberland Road retroceded to the individual states.
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In this instance, he did lean to the States’ rights view, defending the domain
of state jurisdiction from invasion by federal authority.

What political complexion did Buchanan hold in 18227 Was he
Federalist or Democratic in principles? It seemed that he was both.
Fortunately for him, so were many of his constituents.



4
THE KING MAKER e 1821-1827

THE CALHOUN BAND WAGON

Since 1800 New York and Virginia had divided the honors of control of the
national government, Virginia taking the presidency and New York the
lion’s share of the federal patronage. This "dynastic alliance™ always
controlled presidential nominations by the old scheme of the Congressional
caucus and planned sgain to exercise its power by selecting William Harris
Crawford as the presidential nominee in 1824. As there would be no
Federalist candidate, the Democratic nomination would be equivalent to
election; it would be, at least, unless someone contested the nomination.
Pennsylvania’s younger politicians readied themselves for just such a
contest.

To overcome the New York-Virginia alliance they thought it
necessary to establish a counteralliance and to manage a nomination by
some means other than the traditional method. Pennsylvania had no
favorite son ready for the presidency in 1821, but she had a unique and
original system of making nominations which, together with her 28 votes
in the electoral college, might very well upset Crawford and clect someone
of her choice. The Pennsylvanians proposed to use the method of nomina-
tion by a state convention of delegates chosen for the purpnse, the same
procedure by which they had picked their gubernatorial candidates in
1817 and 1820.

Buchanan found the prospects fascinating. “I have long thought
that the general government have rested so secure in the support of
Pennsylvania that they have thought it unnecessary to do her common
justice,” he wrote in 1821.1 Along with others, he welcomed the plan of a
combination of Ohio, South Carolina, and Pennsylvania to take the measure
of New York and Virginia. John C. Calhoun, Secretary of War, would be
the logical leader of such a coalition. He was a striking man with piercing
eyes and thick black hair, brushed back defiantly, a man of experience and
leadership; a nationalist, a friend of internal improvements, of a national
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bank, and of a protective tariff; a man of honor who would not slight his
friends. If he were to become president, Pennsylvania’s turn could not
be far behind, and some cabinet offices would be scattered along the road
to the White House.

Calhoun visited Pennsylvania’s Bedford Springs in 1821 and made
a tour of observation until mid-September. He returned to Washington
full of rosy hopes for the future, for in the course of his expedition he had
signed up the leading representatives of the Family party of the state, an
organization which was destined to guide Pennsylvania politics and to
plague James Buchanan for many years to come.

George Mifflin Dallas of Philadelphia, patrician son of Alexander
J. Dallas, created the Family party which got its name from the fact that
nearly all the lieutenants were kin to their captain. Favored with reputa-
tion, money, brains, and political ties strengthened by blood and marriage,
Dallas nourished the hope of outstripping in distinction his famous father.
Samuel D. Ingham of New Hope along the Delaware, William Wilkins of
Pittsburgh, Richard Bache, Thomas Sergeant, and John Norvall of Phila-
delphia, Thomas J. Rogers of Easton, and a few others formed the backbone
of the Family party’s leadership.

During Buchanan’s first weeks in Congress in December 1821,
the Family Congressmen from Pennsylvania called on Calhoun in a body
to invite him formally to stand as a candidate for president. After his
grateful acceptance, the Family spread pro-Calhoun literature all over
Pennsylvania and systematically attacked John Quincy Adams. Plans to
secure a nomination of Calhoun by the State Legislature proved premature
in 1822, but Dallas and Ingham indoctrinated their followers with the idea
that support of Calhoun would be one of the main issues of the 1823 contest
for the governorship.? By January 1823, George McDuffie thought that
Pennsylvania would “‘unquestionably support Calhoun” and nominate
him at a state convention.?

Buchanan became interested in Calhoun’s prospects, partly
because so many of his Pennsylvania colleagues were talking about the
subject and partly because he happened to live with George McDuffie. It
was probably no accident that Buchanan’s first real speech was a ringing
defense of Calhoun’s administration of the War Department, and the rather
unusual attention accorded to this effort, which mystified the orator, may
have proceeded from genuine curiosity whether Calhoun bad carried
Pennsylvania’s Federalists into camp. Buchanan refused to cormit himself
to Calhoun, but kept a position from which he could at any time go along
with the movement without apparent inconsistency or embarrassment.

Early in 1823, Buchanan’s friend Stephen Pleasanton dropped a
hint that a change in Monroe’s Cabinet was imminent. ‘“Poor Penna.,”
he wrote, “has not a man in the dominant party . . . fit to be placed in the
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Cabinet. All the large states can have a man in the Cabinet but her. If
she had a prominent man she would clearly be entitled to the Appt. of
Secretary of Navy. ... Can'you name one?™

It was extremely odd that such a letter should have been addressed
to Buchanan. He assumed that Calhoun was back of it and used it in the
way in which Pleasanton presumably intended. He consulted with his
Democratic law partner, Molton Rogers, in framing a reply which was
prepared for Calhoun’s eye. Calhoun, he wrote, could gain the presidency
by pressing Pennsylvania’s claim for recognition in the Cabinet, or destroy
his chances if he disregarded the Keystone State. This exchange hrought
Buchanan almost within the ranks of pro-Cathoun Democrats.® As it
developed, the incumbent Navy Secretary, S. L. Southard, surprised every-
one by keeping his Cabinet place in preference to the offer of a seat on the
Supreme Court. Calhoun promised, however, that Buchanan could count
him “among the friends of the state here” whenever the occasion de-
manded.®

George McDuffie wrote Buchanan a flattering letter at this same
time, commenting that “though you are called a federalist & myself a
republican, we agree upon almost every question of importance . . . not
excepting the interesting question of who shall be the next president.”
McDuffie then proceeded to instruct Buchanan on the “‘safest course™ for
those who were backing Calhoun’s prospects. He wanted to obtain a strong
public expression from Pennsylvania; that would bring Ohio along im-
mediately.?

Buchanan at this point would probably have come out openly
for Calhoun except for complications created by the state election of 1823,
The Federalists would have to run a candidate for governor; they could not
at the same time back a presidential candidate already appropriated by
the opposition.

The pro-Calhoun Democrats selected John A. Shulze as the
Democratic candidate for governor. Although Shulze said nothing on the
subject of the presidency, his backers spread the word that & vote for
Shulze in 1823 meant a vote for Calhoun in 1824. Except for the fact
that Shulze’s chief competitor for the Democratic nomination, George
Bryan of Lancaster, had been double-crossed at the convention, there
probably would have been no Federalist nomination and no contest, but
Bryan’s friends were so outraged that it seemed sure that they could be
induced to bolt. The Federalists, therefore, placed a candidate in the
rupning and succeeded in influencing the angry Bryanites to join them.®

These activities put Buchanan in a quandary. He tried to keep
the presidential question out of the state election and also to keep himself
clear of it. Before the Federalist nominating convention, he strongly dis-
suaded John Sergeant from standing as a candidate for governor because he
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knew that if his friend Sergeant ran, he would be compelled to campaign
actively.? After Sergeant declined and Andrew Gregg accepted the Feder-
alist nomination, Buchanan gave only perfunctory attention to his party’s
canvass.! His colleagues censured him for his conduct. “It is bruited
about that you have rather held back in this business which rumor is I
presume no secret to you, nor the cause of it. ... The presidential question
is assigned as the cause of this backwardness.”!!

It was certainly a frustrating summer for everybody. Although
the presidential issue was officially taboo and not to be mentioned formally,
everyone privately talked of nothing else. The frequent appearance of
Jackson’s name during the summer came as a surprise to the politically
informed, for his candidacy seemed to spring out of thin air. No one of
standing sponsored him, but on the only occasion when his name was
publicly brought forward—at the state convention which nominated Shulze
for governor—the chairman had to smother the wild demonstration which
greeted the pro-Jackson resolution by calling loudly for a vote on a different
subject.?

Buchanan had hoped to escape part of this awkward political
campaign by going to Boston in June with Mrs. George Blake, one of his
dining companions for the past two years at Mrs. Peyton’s. Mrs. Blake
teased him about his apparent aversion to the fair sex, persuaded him to
escort her to public functions in Washington, and conducted a vigorous
campaign to find a wife for him. But he had to forego the Boston trip at
that time because the Pennsylvania Supreme Court had scheduled an
adjourned session for the first three weeks of July, and he was concerned in
nearly every case on the docket. He wrote Mrs. Blake in midsummer that
Lancaster was as dull as could be and that, like the children of Israel in the
wilderness, he longed after the fleshpots of Egypt.

‘He bad been having a good time in Washington where, among
the ladies, the knowledge of the Ann Coleman affair had given him a kind
of romantic appeal. He had not forgotten Ann, nor had he lived the life of
a recluse. Washington was full of lovely maids and matrons, but person-
able young bachelors were few. Buchanan knew the Van Ness girls, Cora
Livingston and Catherine Van Rensselaer of New York, the Crowninshield
misses from Vermont, Priscilla Cooper, who became the wife of his friend
Robert Tyler, the Caton sisters from Baltimore, and many others, including
a sprightly Julia and a giddy Matilda about whom he wrote glowing en-
comiums. He spent August with the Blakes in Boston; but despite the best
efforts of his kind hostess, he returned home no closer to atrimony than
he had been before.’3

In Lancaster he learned that the Federalist campaign for governor
had fallen apart. In October Shulze won the governorship by the largest
majority in the history of Pennsylvania.
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THREE CHEERS FOR OLD HICKORY

The first few months of the new Congressional session, from December 1823
to March 1824, were filled with the excitement of president-making.
Calhoun thought that his election was certain if only Pennsylvania would
nominate him; but Ingham, Dallas, and his other friends in the Family
party hesitated, for they had not been able to bring Governor Shulze into
their plans. Meanwhile the cry for Jackson spread wildly.

In February, 1824 the Congressional caucus in Washington
nominated Crawford according to plan. A rump affair, boycotted by all
but two or three Pennsylvania representatives, it would not be an important
factor in Pennsylvania. On the other hand the caucus made it startlingly
clear that there would have to be either a knockdown fight between the
friends of Jackson and the friends of Calhoun or some kind of jointure
between them, for supporters of these two seemed to be divided fairly
evenly. The Family party, however, considered it safe to push a plan for a
State nominating convention in Harrisburg on March 4 at which they
intended to introduce Calhoun’s name as presidential candidate, with
Jackson as his running mate.

After carefully sounding out public opinion, Buchanan now
abandoned his earlier preference for Calhoun. Some of the Federalists had
taken hold of the sprouting Jackson movement and stood a good chance of
appropriating the management of it. This was too good an opportunity to
ignore, particularly since many western Democrats had become enthusiastic
Jacksonians but lacked leadership. Even Judge John Bannister Gibson, a
Democratic party regular, wrote to Buchanan in January: “Heaven knows
what will be the upshot . . . but it scems to me that Jackson is carrying it
away from all the rest. Next to J. C. Calhoun he is my man.”"* During
this time of uncertainty, Buchanan kept his own counsel.

In February, four days after the Crawford nomination, Calhoun’s
friends in Pennsylvania held a meeting in Philadelphia to select delegates
to the Harrisburg convention. Their coursge broke at this point and
George Dallas himself urged the meeting to select delegates favorable to
Jackson, with Calhoun as their second choice.’* This was a bombshell to
Calhoun, and made Jackson the choice of all parties in Pennsylvania. From
here on it would be a scramble to see who could gain control of the whole
Jackson movement and thus control the Pennsylvania patronage. Three
groups of Pennsylvania politicians accepted the fact of Jackson’s popularity,
and each of these became a Jacksonian faction determined to dominate
the whole.

The first to propose Jackson’s candidacy were a number of small-
fry editors and country politicians who were the real “original Jacksonians™
of the Commonwealth. The second group of Jacksonians had been the

48



THE KING MAKER « 1821 - 1827

supporters of Governor Hiester in 1820; they were men of both Federalist
and Democratic parties who called themselves the Independent Republicans
and were soon to adopt the name “Amalgamators.” These men, after the
Jacksonian movement had gotten fairly well started in the West, assumed
for themselves the title of “original Jacksonians.” Among the Democrats
were Henry Baldwin of Pittsburgh, Molton C. Rogers of Lancaster, Isaac D.
Barnard of West Chester, Robert Patterson of Harrisburg, and others
opposed to the Family or Dallas faction of their party. Among the promi-
nent Jacksonian Federalists were Andrew Gregg and James Buchanan.

Finally leaders of the Family party, belatedly observing which way
the wind was blowing, pledged themselves to Jackson and claimed the
privilege of dictating to all the others. They became known as the “Eleventh
Hour Men.” Everyone assumed that their object was to put Jackson into
the White House for one term only, as a necessary preliminary to the
election of their favorite, Calhoun.1®

The Federalists renominated Buchanan for a third Congressional
term in the fall of 1824. The nomination was a tribute to his work in
Washington, for the Lancaster party had never before endorsed anyone
for a third successive term. But another influence was also at work. Many
Federalists admitted that, sooner or later, they would have to make a clean
break with the past, either by starting a new party or by joining some faction
of the traditional enemy. Buchanan endorsed the latter plan and ran on a
ticket labelled *Federal-Republican.” Some of the old-guard Federalists
resisted by throwing away their votes in the election, but Buchanan won
his race with the support of “amalgamators” of both parties. The varied
preferences for president which the rival candidates for Congress held
played no part in this campaign. The local elections continued to be fought
on the traditional local issues.

In the presidential election, held three weeks later, the popular
vote surprised even the winners in Pennsylvania. Jackson’s poll was
35,929; Adams’s, 5,436; Crawford’s, 4,182; and Clay’s, 1,705.37 But the
Electoral College vote showed no such landslide. There Jackson received
99 votes; Adams, 83; Crawford, 41; and Clay, 37. Since no candidate had
a majority, the choice devolved upon the House of Representatives which
had to make a selection from the three strongest candidates. Clay was free
to throw his influence where he wished.

THE DISPUTED ELECTION OF 1824

Exactly what happened in Washington in the interim between the meeting
of the Electoral College and the vote by the House of Representatives will
probably never be known. Politicians from all over the Union swarmed
into the national capital to add their voices to the Congressional hubbub,
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and those from Pennsylvania were perhaps more involved in it than any.
James Buchanan, George Kremer, Samuel Ingham, Philip Markley, Molton
Rogers, Walter Lowrie, William Findlay, and even Albert Gallatin, had a
finger in the presidential pic.

James Buchanan was one of the most willing “fixers™ of the
Pennsylvania delegation. Two rumors current about the capital in
December gave him the impetus to action. One was that Henry Clay would
use his influence to elect Adams if Adams would promise to appoint him as
Secretary of State. The other was that Jackson, if elected, would continue
John Quincy Adams in the State Department. Buchanan felt that these
rumors placed Jackson at a disadvantage in his contest with Adams, and
put Clay in an awkward situation. The premiership in the Cabinet had
become & stepping stone to the presidency, and Buchanan thought that if
Clay’s friends could be informed that Jackson had not determined to appoint
Adams (implying that Jackson might appoint Clay), a good many Clay men
would support Old Hickory. Only this backing could elect him.

Buchanan disliked Adams and, like most Pennsylvauia politivians,
had to support Jackson whether he liked him or not. It was natural,
therefore, that he should have been anxious to prevent an Adams-Jackson
alliance. In the fall of 1824 Buchanan was supporting Jackson with Clay
as his second choice.!®

Congressman Philip S. Markley, an ardent Pennsylvania supporter
of Clay, urged Buchanan to get a statement from Jackson that he had not
promised to appoint Adams. “The friends of Jacksom,” he wrote, "or
rather the people of Pennsylvania feel a more than ordinary interest in the
election of Genl. Jackson by Congress. I have heard many of the most
influential and prominent republicans of the State . . . express their sincere
desire that the friends of Mr. Clay cooperate with the friends of Jackson in
his election—as Mr. Clay is at present decidedly the second choice of Penna,
They hope that his friends on the present occasion will not take a euurse
which will mar his future prospects in this State.™? Molton (Z. Rogers,
now Secretary of the Commonwealth and Chairman of the Jackson State
Committee assured Buchanan that “"it would give great pleasure to a number
of the friends of Mr. Clay in this State, if he should use his influence in
favor of Jackson. In that event he might hope for the vote of Pennsylvania
on some future occasion.” Buchanan later denied under fire that he had
ever been a political agent of Mr. Clay, but it was no secret in Washington
in the winter of 1824-1825 that Buchanan's particular wish was the election
of Jackson by the aid of Henry Clay, and it was a natural assumption that,
should this occur, Buchanan would later welcome Clay's elevation,

By the last week in December Buchanan decided the time for
action had come. In the hope of getting the support of Clay’s friends for
Jackson and in the hope also of preventing Clay from consummating what
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he felt would be a fatal move (alliance with Adams) Buchanan determined
to learn from General Jacksou’s own lips whether or not he had ever said
that Adams would head his Cabinet.2 Not wishing to act entirely upon his
own responsibility, however, he wrote to Rogers at Harrisburg, inquiring
whether to ask the proposed question. “I can perceive no impropriety in
Gen. Jackson making the declaration you mention,” Rogers replied, “if it
will contribute to his election. Although I have the highest opinion of
Mr. Adams’ qualifications for Secretary of State, yet, I would not endanger
Gen. Jackson on that account.”??

Thus reinforced, Buchanan approached Jackson’s friend, Major
John Henry Eaton, with his question; but receiving no satisfactory answer,
he prepared to interview General Jackson himself. On December 30, 1824,
Buchanan called on Jackson. After the company which was present had
left the apartment, Jackson asked Buchanan to take a walk with him. The
General could scarcely have been unprepared for the propounding of some
proposition of more than ordinary importance; even if Eaton had not fore-
warned him he must have noticed that Buchanan was purposely waiting
out the other guests. Jackson’s practiced eye must surely have seen the
tension under which the young man was laboring.

The Hero of New Orleans, now Senator from Tennessee, was
something of an enigma in Washington. Albert Gallatin described him as
“ tall, lank, uncouth looking personage, with long locks of hair hanging
over his face, and a cue down his back tied in an eel skin; his dress singular,
his manners and deportment that of a backwoodsman.”? Josiah Quincy
called him “a knightly personage,” and ““vigorously a gentleman,” but not
a man with whom to differ because he thought that “Heaven would not
suffer his opinions to be other than right.”® James Parton characterized
the Old Hero as “honest, yet capable of dissimulation; often angry, but
most prudent when most furious; . . . among dependents, all tenderness . . .;
to opponents, violent, ungenerous, prone to believe the very worst of
them.” Some thought Jackson a boor, a villain and a murderer, others a
paragon of the virtues of an honest freeman, but all agreed that he had a
mysterious presence, that he looked the part of a leader of men, and that he
possessed a dangerously unpredictable temper. He was no one to trifle
with. Buchanan, when he went directly to Old Hickory with the delicate
question that the whole capital had been covertly asking, took up a task
which wiser men had been unwilling to risk.

After some desultory conversation, Buchanan spoke of the
presidential situation and of the rumors current in Washington. These
had already done some harm, he said, and would do more. He repeated
what Markley had said: that many of Clay’s friends would like to vote for
Jackson, but they were distressed by the rumor, which had never been
contradicted, that the General had made up his mind to put Adams into
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the State Department. Then Buchanan “popped” the question. Had
General Jackson “ever declared that in case he should be elected President
he would appoint Mr. Adams Secretary of State?” Without hesitation
Old Hickory rejoined that he had never said whether he would or whether
he would not make such an appointment, “that these were secrets he would
keep to himself—he would conceal them from the very hairs of his head.”
Buchanan asked if he were at liberty to repeat this answer and, after being
assured that he was, terminated the interview. I need scarcely remark,”
he said later, “that I afterward availed myself of the privilege.”**

A few days later Buchanan called on Congressman George Kremer
of Pennsylvania and repeated to him the gist of Markley’s conversations
and the outcome of his talk with Jackson. Buchanan’s object was apparently
to get the Jacksonians to refine on the statement already made; that is, to
change the negative declaration that Jackson had not decided to appoint
Adams into a positive one: he had decided not to appoint him. Buchanan
certainly hinted to Clay that Adams would not be the appointee. On one
occasion and in Clay’s very lodgings, Buchanan “introduced the subject
of the approaching Presidential election, and spoke of the uncertainty of
the election of his favorite (Jackson), adding that ‘he would form the must
splendid cabinet that the country ever had.’” When one of the group
present asked how it would be possible to have one more distinguished than
that of Mr. Jefferson, Buchanan replied, looking at Mr. Clay, that he “would
not have to go out of this room for a Secretary of State.” Buchanan was
worried. On January 2 he wrote to Thomas Elder: “If I were to inform
you that I consider [Jackson’s] . . . election certain, it would not be what
I believe myself.” But he had done all he could and more than he should.
He now sat back to await developments.28

James was pleased with his little excursion into the turbulent
waters of presidential politics. He had been prudent and remained on
terms of friendship with the three chief prospects of the future: Calhoun,
Jackson, and Clay. He had helped each and hurt none. Whatever happened,
he had laid his groundwork well.

But Buchanan had embarked on deeper waters than he knew.
Had he been aware of the full extent of the bargaining, intrigue, and bribery,
he would have felt more apprehension at being involved in the business at
all. If anyone got caught, everyone associated with him would be in for a
hard time trying to prove his innocence. Ingham was busy with Cook of
Tllinois, whose vote would control that state, guaranteeing him a territorial
governorship for his support of Jackson. Some of Buchanan’s friends spent
their time peddling the idea that a Jackson victory now would mean sure
success for Clay the next time, The Jackson promoters, of course, had
one basic advantage over the others. They alone could legitimately claim
that they wanted to honor the mandate of a majority of the nation’s voters.
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If adherents of minority candidates intrigued, it could be set down as
corruption, but for the Jackson men to do it would seem merely an effort
to execute the will of the people.

On January 24, three weeks after Buchanan’s interview with
Jackson, the Clay-controlled Kentucky and Ohio delegations publicly
announced their decision to support Adams. It was a bold decision in the
face of threats that the election of Adams would bring violence. Lafayette,
who was on a triumphal tour of the United States at the time, probably
thought he was going to see action on the old stamping grounds again, for
his chronicler reported that “the Pennsylvania militiamen talked of laying
seige to Washington if Jackson were not chosen.”?”

On January 28, the Columbian Observer of Philadelphia published
a letter from Congressman George Kremer—an Ingham satellite—baldly
charging that Clay had offered to vote for whoever would give him the
State Department; that Jackson had turned him down; that Adams had
signed the bargain; and that Clay would be announced as Secretary of
State shortly. Clay called Kremer a liar and challenged him to a duel but
backed down after Kremer started the rumor that he would duel with
squirrel rifles.

In due course, the House elected Adams, and he appointed Clay
to the State Department. The Jacksonians did not revolt, but some of them
vented their fury by burning Clay and Adams in effigy. Two Pittsburghers
who sent a barrel of whiskey to treat the fellows were indicted for inciting
a riot—*"That is to say for holding out inducements to other persons, to
roast in effigy a Kentucky Gambler over a burning tar barrell,” but the
County Commissioners quickly disposed of the case by announcing they
would pay no witness fees.?® The Jacksonian editors in Pennsylvania
bannered their papers with the huge, black headline: “Shameful.”

James Buchanan was prudent. He said nothing.

BUCHANAN’S AMALGAMATION PARTY

If ever a man needed the talent of compromise, that man was James
Buchanan in the years of the presidency of John Quincy Adams. During
those years, he tried to weld into a single political organization as motley
a political assortment as anyone ever attempted to control. It would be a
personal party, a Buchanan party; one based on his reputation for personal
integrity, his concrete achievements for his constituents, and his promises
for the future. Jackson would be the cement of this miscellany, but when
it took form it would stand solidly as & monument to Buchanan.

The challenge fascinated him, demanding techniques well suited
to his personality. In the first place, party-making was a bookkeeping
matter. Each county leader, in this confused state of politics, had his own
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following. Buchanan knew the votes each commanded as well as the
strength of his local opposition. He kept accounts; determined where he
needed strength and how much; figured the percentage of increase from
particular appointments; pondered what approach would influence local
groups.

The man who had the patience and the sharpness of eye could
assemble into a meaningful picture this mathematical jigsaw puzzle. Un-
troubled by the distractions of poverty or parenthood, Buchanan had the
time to devote to such a task. He followed up careful calculation by careful
action: a complimentary letter here, a mild disengagement there, a letter
of recommendation to this man, an appearance at one strategic meeting,
and meaningful absence from another, a loan to a newspaper editor, a hint
that so and so would be good material for a vacant judgeship, a batch of
public documents to one, a bundle of National Intelligencers to another,
some whiskey to a third—these were the things that absorbed James
Buchanan in the years of the Adams Administration.

They were busy, tantalizing, frustrating, exhilarating years, full
of political promise. His planning was as arduous, devious and logical as
that of a chess game, and as devoid of the appearance of emotion. Like a
chess player, Buchanan worked single-handedly. He had associates, col-
leagues, partisans, and friends, but he took none of these as a partner in
his political activities. Not even his brother George, though his trusted
agent, was his confidant. He had the added advantage of private means
and thus could follow a political career without depending on it for a living.
Since his father’s death he had been making money fast by purchasing
property around Lancaster at sherif’s sales. Values had been rising at a
fantastic rate. Pennsylvania land that had gone for 62 cents an acre in
1814 now brought $400 an acre. Just recently he had bought several
buildings on the southwest corner of the square in Lancester, because he felt
that they would be a sound investment. He would use some of his cash
to play politics instead of playing politics to make money.

In the Pennsylvania elections of 1826, the Federalists left the
state scene, as ten years before they had withdrawn from national politics.
Shulze was unanimously nominated on March 4, 1826, by the Democratic
convention in Harrisburg and the Federalists ran no candidate, Shulze’s
72,000 votes indicated that he had the Democrats plus the support of all
the rest. Buchanan’s aid to Shulze was his personal statement that, while
not yet a Democrat, he certainly was no longer a Federalist.

At the level of the Congressional District and the county, how-
ever, the old party names stuck. Buchanan was nominated and elected to
Congress again on a Federalist ticket of the 4th District, along with his
friend Charles Miner of West Chester, now an ardent Adams man, The
Democratic Congressional candidates, who were Jacksonians, lost. Their
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defeat was almost incredible in a region where, on the presidential question,
the people would have voted a twenty-to-one majority for Jackson.

After the 1826 elections Buchanan planned to cut loose from the
old party names and to begin his fight for control of the Pennsylvania Jack-
sonians. Using the pressure of the approaching presidential campaign, he
proposed to amalgamate into a voting bloc the Federalist German farmers
of the East and the Scotch-Irish frontier Democrats of the West. Though
formerly political antagonists, these two groups now both enthusiastically
acclaimed Jackson and both resented the Philadelphia-centered control of
the Family party. They could do one of three things: endorse Adams,
follow Ingham and Dallas who worked mainly for Calhoun and kept all the
offices to themselves, or join Buchanan’s Amalgamation party which stood
solidly for Jackson and promised to share its power with the yeomanry of
the State.

Buchanan’s associates in the Amalgamation movement were men
to be reckoned with. Henry Baldwin of Pittsburgh could stand eye to eye
with William Wilkins, the Family’s only strong representative there.
Molton C. Rogers of Lancaster had just finished a term as Secretary of the
Commonwealth. General Isaac D. Barnard who had served brilliantly
during the War of 1812 before settling down to the practice of law in
West Chester, had been among the first prominent Pennsylvanians to come
out for Jackson and had demonstrated his power by frightening Dallas out
of his plan to nominate Calhoun at Harrisburg in March, 1824. In 1826,
Governor Shulze gave him Rogers’s place as Secretary of the Common-
wealth and in 1827 the Legislature selected him as United States Senator.
Barnard’s connection with the Amalgamation group gave the Family
something to worry about. George B. Porter, a young Lancaster lawyer of
great influence among the lower classes, a militia general, 2 man of explo-
sive, picturesque language, and of political ambition, abandoned the Family
party to join Buchanan.

Many others prominent in Pennsylvania came to the support
of Amalgamation and through it became, for the time, co-workers of
Buchanan: Calvin Blythe of Mifflin County, Secretary of the Common-
wealth after Barnard’s election to the national Senate; George G. Leiper,
veteran Congressman from Delaware County; Daniel Sturgeon of Fayette
County; John Wurts and Thomas Kittera, Federalist Congressmen from
Philadelphia; John B. Sterigere of Montgomery County; Joshua Evans,
Congressman from Chester County; and of special importance, Henry A.
Muhlenberg of Berks County.

These men defined the nature of the Amalgamation organization.
It included those high in the state administration, many of the Federalist
Congressmen, a number of old-line Democrats who were disgusted with
or excluded from the Ingham group, and key representatives in every
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portion of the Commonwealth. They were all for Jackson, all for the
creation of a new party, and nearly all for the future elevation of Henry
Clay to the White House, though this phase of Amalgamation was purposely
left vague.

One of the leaders of the Family party, observing these develop-
ments, wrote that the rapidly growing Amalgamation scheme was “fairly
attributable to Mr. Buchanan, who has for some years past been fond of
being considered a Democrat in the liberality of his principles, whilst he
desired the support of the federalists as their Magnus Apollo.” The day
would come, he feared, when “Mr. Buchanan would have ‘bestridden our
narrow world like a Colossus’ with the patronage and power of Pennsylvania

at his feet.”?®

BARGAIN AND SALE

Buchanan was congratulating himself during the week before the state
election of 1826 upon how nicely the Amalgamation plans were progressing.
He began to see the whole prospect unfolding before him in logical, in-
evitable steps that must shortly sink the Family claims to control in
confusion and bring him to the forefront as one of the top managers of 2
triumphant Jackson organization in Pennsylvania. Then he got that letter.

It was from Duff Green, Calhoun’s campaign manager, dated
October 12, 1826.

You will discover from the Journal & Telegraph that Mr. Clay &
myself are at issue. The part taken by you on the occasion
referred to, is known to me; and a due regard to your feelings has
heretofore restrained me from using your name hefure the public.
The time, however, is now approaching when it will become the
duty of every man to do all in his power to expose the bargain
which placed the Coalition in power. Will you, upon the receipt
of this, write to me and explain the causes which induced you to
see Genl. Jackson upon the subject of the vote of Mr. Clay & his
friends a few days before it was known that they had conclusively
determined to vote for Mr, Adams; also advise me of the manner
in which you would prefer that subject to be brought before
the people.3°

He read it and his vision collapsed. If that “bargain and sale™
business was ever opened up again in a formal way, he was done for, not
because he had done anything wrong but because all the appearances would
be against him. He had done it again—had tried to act in good faith, but
he had proceeded in a manner that laid him wide open to misinterpretation
and every kind of malicious gossip.
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Who was responsible for disinterring this dead cat and tying it to
his coattails, he wondered. Green and Calhoun probably wished a re-
hashing of the political deal for the purpose of guaranteeing to Jackson
his single term and of blasting forever Adams and Clay in order that Calhoun
might be the only presidential candidate with unsinged reputation in 1832.
Ingham, too, was certainly in it. He knew that no public discussion of
president-making in the first two weeks of 1825 could go very far without
embarrassing his rival, Buchanan. Ingham would find this move especially
serviceable: not only would the candidates opposed to Calhoun be ruined,
but Buchanan and his Amalgamators, sympathetic to the future prospects
of Clay, would be completely upset in Pennsylvania.

Buchanan worked for four days phrasing a reply that would suit
the requirements: one which would assert his innocence and at the same
time threaten unpleasant consequences, should the issue be forced. *The
facts are before the world,” he wrote, “that Mr. Clay & his particular friends
made Mr. Adams President, & that Mr. Adams immediately thereafter
made Mr. Clay Secretary of State. The people will draw their own in-
ferences from such conduct & from the circumstances connected with it.
They will judge the cause from the effects. I am clearly of opinion that
whoever shall attempt to prove by direct evidence any corrupt bargain
between Mr. C. and Mr. A. will fail; for if it existed the parties to it will
forever conceal it.”3!

With this the matter simmered for a while, but the following
summer Jackson himself came out against Clay alleging, in a public letter
to Carter Beverly of Virginia, that a Congressman had sought to make a
corrupt bargain with him on Clay's behalf. Clay then demanded to know
who was this Congressman. Now Ingham began a correspondence with
Buchanan to force him into as unfavorable a position as possible.

*Jt is useless now to regret,” he wrote, after everything had been
made public but Buchanan’s name. ‘Shd Clay demand of Genl Jackson
his author he will have no alternative, nor could he have had from the
first. . . : You will therefore be joined into the battle under a fire,—but I
see no difficulty in the case if you take your ground well and maintain
it boldly.”32

If Ingham saw no difficulty, Buchanan saw a great deal. He now
had the hard choice of publicly confessing agency in a dirty bargain attempt,
or of openly calling Andrew Jackson a liar. After a month of agonizing, he
brought the “bargain and sale” controversy to its climax by a long letter
to the public, in which he denied the truth of Jackson’s charge: *“I called
upon General Jackson . . . solely as his friend, upon my individual responsi-
bility,” he wrote, “and not as the agent of Mr. Clay or any other person.”33

Everyone interpreted the affair according to his own lights. “It
places Jackson in a most awkward predicament,” wrote a friend of Adams.
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*J am surprised at his indiscretion. . . . It turns out exactly as I suspected ...
that the author of the communication would prove to be a warm partisan
of the opposition. . . . But what surprises me more than anything else is
the situation in which the General places Ais friend. From this statement
he not only carried the proposal but advised him to accede to it; and yet
he is still worthy of esteem. Buchanan is ruined if anything can ruin a man
who is a partisan in party times.”* Another gentleman of the same party
wrote: “Buchanan . . . is in a pitiable predicament. Nothing short of a
miracle can save him. His advice [to Jackson] is perfectly understood by
the public. I wish that rascal Ingham was in his place. I doubt if in fact
he is not more steeped in guilt than any of them.”35

Henry Clay declared that while Buchanan labored to “spare and
cover General Jackson” he failed in every essential point to sustain him.
“Indeed,” he continued, “I could not desire a stronger statement from
Mr. Buchanan.”® R. P. Letcher held the same tone, writing that he was
truly delighted that Buchanan had extricated himself from the dilemma in
which Jackson had placed him and had “come forth victoriously.”
William Rawle of Philadelphia confided to his diary on the night Buchanan’s
public reply was received: “The question must now turn upon the veracity
of Mr. Buchanan or of Gen. Jackson. If we believe the former, General J.
must have quite misapprehended—or wilfully misrepresented the con-
nection. If the latter, the Gen. had reasonahle grounds for belivving that
Mr. Clay’s friends collectively authorized Buck—to make the overture. . ..
Jackson appears to great disadvantage unless we discard all that is asserted
by Buchanan.”®

John C. Calhoun felt that the Buchanan letter would “produce 2
reaction” against Jackson, but that it would not be 50 serious as to jenpardize
his election. “Mr. B. it is clear feels the awkwardness of his situation,”
he said, “which has throughout modified his coneeption of the state of the
case. Hence we see throughout the statement an effort to get clear of all
conception of agency on his part, and to give a character of innacency to
the whole affair.”"?

By and large the Jackson press agreed to say that Buchanan’s
letter did support General Jackson in all his charges against Clay#% Not so,
however, the Jacksonians of the Amalgamation branch in Pennsylvania
who were wild with rage. Molton Rogers told Buchanan: "My own opinion
is that Jackson’s prospects for the presidency are much lessened, if not
totally destroyed by his impolitic if not unkind conduet in relation to you
in this affair. There is as far as [ have been able to learn, but one opinion,
The Governor is indignant at his conduct, & there would be nu difficulty
in bringing him out decidedly on the occasion, together with all the officers
of the Government. .. You owe it to your own character to defend your-
self, and I would suggest a meeting in Lancaster to express this opinion on
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the subject. . . It will be impossible for you to support Genl. Jackson.
He has left you and your friends no alternative.”#! The situation had
changed. Temporarily, at least, it appeared as if Buchanan held the pivotal
position. The Adams men threw open their arms in the hope that Buchanan
would rush into their embrace, and there were many who, when asked what
side they would take if the matter were made a sheer issue of veracity,
replied in the words of James Stevenson of Pittsburgh, “Why, by God,
I will believe Buchanan in preference to Gen. Jackson.”2

To Ingham, Buchanan wrote: “If General Jackson and our
editors should act with discretion the storm may blow over without injury.
Should they on the contrary force me to the wall and make it absolutely
necessary for the preservation of my own character to defend myself, I
know not what may be the consequence. . . . It is in your power to do
much to give this matter a proper direction. . . . My friends here are very
indignant but I believe I can keep them right.”#® To Duff Green, who had
thought it prudent two weeks before to apologize for making so much
trouble, Buchanan wrote stiffly that although he would never join the
Adams party, he could not be responsible for damage to the Jackson cause
that might result from a further attempt to pin the bargain on him.*

The controversy did not destroy Buchanan, but it did earn for
him the life-long distrust of General Jackson, and it cooled noticeably the
ardor of his friends for Old Hickory. Buchanan wrote of Jackson’s state-
ment that it was “‘a most extraordinary production so far as I am con-
cerned;™5 Jackson, on his part, confided to Amos Kendall that Buchanan’s
address was “such a production as surely I had not a right to expect from
him.”™® Jackson, too, may justly have felt some irritation with the Calhoun
leaders who for a year had known the ground on which Buchanan stood,
although they had never troubled to point out the wide difference in their
views. Van Buren assured Jackson that “Although our friend Buchanan
was evidently frightened and therefore softened and obscured the matter,
still the fact of your entire aversion to all and any intrigue or arrangement
is clearly established.”#” The widespread publicity given the affair probably
strengthened the belief of the average voter on each side that the opposition
was crooked and added bitterness to an already violent campaign. As a
result Buchanan became more secretive and cautious than ever in his
subsequent political maneuvers.
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THE BUCHANAN-JACKSON PARTY

Buchanan now staked his political future on an outright change of party.
He would, after having been four times elected to Congress as a Federalist,
run as a Democratic candidate for the same office. “It will require the
greatest excitement of party feelings, to induce many of the Jackson
Democrats to vote for a Jackson Federslist,” wrote one of his friends.!

He opened his personal campaign in 1828 by a speech to Congress
on February 4 in which he broke his usual habit of keeping election politics
out of policy speeches and joined the Adams-baiting pack in the House.
As the attack on the Administration progressed, Buchanan at length
jumped into the fight and made a truculent speech against the President.
While moderate in comparison to the efforts of many of his Jacksonian
colleagues, it still was a deliberate political onslaught. Buchanan brought
to bear against Adams not epithets and slander, but a lawyer’s marshalled
evidence which proved the more damning for its restraint of phraseclogy
and the evidences of scholarship it suggested. It was not a rant; it was the
presentation of proof, wrought into argument, that the Administration had
been despotic, unconstitutional, dishonest, immoral, corrupt, and would
imperil the nation if continued in office. It set Buchanan before the
coustry as a powerful champion of Jackson and initiated the Amalgamation
campaign in his own election district.?

During the last week of May, 1828, Federalists and Democrats
favorable to Jackson met at the Lancaster Courthouse. Their resolutions
announced Buchanan’s new organization which had, until now, been only
a prospect:

Resolved: That at the county meeting to be held on the 27th
day of August next, the Delegates be requested to nominate and
settle such ticket, as will give as general satisfaction as possible
to the friends of Andrew Jackson throughout the county &
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district, without reference to the political distinctions which
have heretofore divided us.?

There it was, out in the light of day, over the signatures of twoscore men
who, for a generation past, had run against each other for office under the
labels of Federalist or Democrat.

After the storm signal went up, it took less than a week for the
hurricane to descend. Its violence was aggravated by informal agreements
which could not be kept secret regarding the candidates who would be
chosen in the fall. As the new Jackson party had to choose between leaders
of two groups, it was inevitable that there should be twice as many claimants
as there were nomipations to be made. John McCamant, for example, who
had been a frequent Democratic candidate for Congress, had to move aside
in favor of Buchanan., McCamant was broad-minded enough to understand
the necessity and to retire gracefully. He accepted (against the advice of
his friends) a nomination to the State Legislature.*

Other plans terminated less happily. E. C. Reigart, who had long
been a Congressional aspirant of the Federalist party, but who had been
turned down at every nomination meeting in favor of Buchanan and at last
had gone over to the Adams party, was beside himself with rage. He became
obsessed with the determination to ruin Buchanan, and through the summer
months poured forth in the Marietta Pioneer such slander as Lancaster
County had never known in an election.

Benjamin Champneys, a brilliant young lawyer of Lancaster who
had formerly worked closely with the Family party, had been persuaded to
join the Amalgamation movement by General George B. Porter. Champneys
grudgingly accepted a place on the state assembly ticket. He felt that this
post was far beneath his dignity and took the assignment only as a means
of keeping in the public eye.

In Chester County, Charles Miner, who had been a Federalist
colleague of Buchanan for two terms, wrote to his wife that he planned
not to stand for Congress again. Miner had become an Adams supporter,
despite his recognition that Adams would undoubtedly lose in Chester. Why
not retire now rather than wait and “risk being run out?” “Buchanan,”
he concluded, “is really a strong man, and much as we differ on the presi-
dential question, I should be sorry to see him out of Congress. This to
your private ear.”® But Miner’s friends would not hear of his retirement,
and it was not long before he was placed in the Congressional race against
Buchanan, with whom he had been accustomed to run in double harness.®

By July 4 the campaign reached full tide. Buchanan managed to
be at three meetings that day—at Yellow Springs, later at Downingtown,
and at the end of the day at a huge Jackson banquet in the woods of Langdon
Cheves’s residence, “Abbeville,” in Lancaster.”
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The toasts at these affairs fairly well summarized the particular
points of Buchanan’s political strength in his district. His backers praised
him for his successful support of duties on iron, hemp, molasses, and liquor
during the tariff debate of the spring; for his exertions to get the Pennsyl-
vania militia fines of 1814 turned back to the state; for obtaining a large
refund from the federal government to Pennsylvania distillers who had
been overtaxed; for exposing corruption in the Adams Administration;
for aiding the Irishmen of the district by moderating the naturalization
laws; for asserting the rights of farmers and manufacturers; for supporting
local internal improvements; for endorsing a system of public education;
and most particularly for the early and loyal fight for Jackson.

Buchanan expected to face violent opposition, but the reality
exceeded anything he had imagined. His old partisans portrayed him as
the architect of the whole “bargain and sale” plan. They circulated a
garbled account of his 1815 speech against Jefferson and Madison, mis-
quoting him as saying on that occasion: “If I ever had a drop of Demo-
cratic blood in my veins, I would let it out.” The Adams men also published
handbills recalling Buchanan’s former presidency of the Lancaster Wash-
ington Society, the official committee of the Federalist party.®

They represented his speeches on the tariff as antagonistic to
protection and favorable only to the wishes of southern freetraders. They
characterized his part in the inquiry into the conduct of Adams’s Adminis-
tration as an example of his political profligacy and eagerness to prumote
himself by tearing down the reputation of others. They charged him with
being a friend of slavery and of the slave trade—a charge particularly
effective in the Quaker and Pennsylvania German regions—and they
claimed that he frequently absented himself from Congress to attend to his
private law business, although he drew pay during his absence.?

Buchanan kept out of the mess, letting his party editurs handle
all rebuttal until the Marietta Pioneer of August 15 came out with the
headlines:

Fathers! Husbands!! Brothers!!!
Read. Pause. Reflect. And Then
Vote for James Buchunan if You Can!

The article charged that Buchanan had asserted, “within the hearing of two
or more respectable witnesses, that Mrs. Adams, the wife of the Chief
Magistrate, was born out of wedlock.”?

Upon seeing this Buchanan sat down and wrote a letter to the
presumed author, demanding all particulars of the charge, names of the
people claiming to be witnesses, and details of the occurrence.!! Editor
Reigart replied in phraseology which quite failed to support the charge in
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the original article. Later a number of Buchanan’s friends who had been
at Yellow Springs stated that they had heard Buchanan speak of the lady
“in terms of the most unqualified praise.””?

Reigart was not the only editor who helped to make this national
campaign notorious for scandal-mongering and slander. Many Adams
papers broadcast that Jackson’s mother had been a common prostitute with
the British Army, that the General was the son of a Negro, and that his
wife was a bigamist. It was then that the Jackson press retalisted with
the canard about Mrs. Adams.

Buchanan refuted the charge about absence from Congress so
thoroughly that his enemies came back with another accusation: he had
started the inquiry himself in order to have the advantage of showing his
rebuttal. With characteristic precision, Buchanan had kept an account
book listing every day spent in Congress. He proved that he had reported
every absence to the Treasury, and had his pay for these days deducted
from his salary. He had missed only one roll call of importance because of
a case in court, and in that instance the fate of the bill had not depended
upon his vote.!3

The tariff question had become extremely important to citizens
of Pennsylvania by 1828. In the Keystone State, protection had ceased
to be an economic issue interesting only to manufacturers; as early as 1824,
when the tariff problem seriously entered politics, the farmers of the state
also wanted high duties. By 1827 nearly every economic class and every
political party favored the protective system.

Jackson, Calhoun, Adams and Clay all posed as the ardent
champions of protection in Pennsylvania, but the first two came from the
South where the protective tariff now encountered heavy opposition.
Adams and Clay were strongest in New England which was devoted to
protection. Buchanan had to develop a position on the tariff which would
coincide with Jackson's, be competitive with the view of Adams and Clay,
and satisfy Pennsylvania. He had already devised the required formula.
In his first speech on the tariff he laid down ideas which he never there-
after abandoned, even though he was at times under strong political pressure
to do so.

Buchanan advocated a national ecomomy based upon self-
sufficiency. A tariff, he believed, should first, protect agriculture, and
particularly agricultural products which were the raw material of domestic
manufactures; second, protect those manufactures which used domestic
raw materials or were essential for national defense; and third, guarantee
some equality of protection for the products of every section of the country.
Buchanan opposed prohibitive tariffs, tariffs which would tend to give any
type of producer a monopoly, and rates which would give an exclusive
advantage to any single region or whose impact would affect chiefly the
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poor. All of these viewpoints he had clearly defined in speeches in 1823
and 1824.

The tariff question came to the forefront in 1827, when the
Woolens Bill was introduced in Congress. This bill taxed the cheapest
woolen goods at the highest rate; the most expensive were not taxed at all.
It provided for duties on raw wool, but they were much lower relatively
than those on imported cloth.

The proposed statute put Pennsylvania’s Congressmen in s
dilemma. It worked hardship on everyone who bought woolen cloth and
brought relief to only a few wool raisers of western counties, It also gave
a monopoly of wool manufacture to the New England States, without any
quid pro quo for other sections. It was an Adams measure which, if opposed
by Jacksonians, would give the Adams Coalition a wonderful opportunity
to assert that it was for, and Jackson against, the protective principle. In
Pennsylvania this idea would possibly be fatal to Jackson's popularity.

Buchanan considered the Woolens Bill so bad that he would not
support it even in exchange for new duties on Pennsylvania’s favorite
commodities: iron, hemp and molasses. It was exclusively a New England
bill. If it passed, Pennsylvania would need a tariff against New England
more than against Old England. It taxed the poor of the whole Union to
give New England exclusive control of the cloth market. Let his opponents
call his course inconsistent: he would not sacrifice American farmers and
the interests of three sections of the Union—South, Middle and West—to
the greed of a few New England manufacturers. They had been at the
committee hearings by the drove. But how many farmers were there to
testify? How many westerners or middle state men? None. The bill
was a New England fraud from start to finish.

This line of debate got a cool reception at home, Buchanan was
one of only seven of Pennsylvania's 26 Congressmen to vote against the
Woolens Bill. Many of those who supported it, Buchanan charged, dis-
approved it, but “believed their constituents to be so Tariff mad that they
were afraid to vote against it.”* Ingham, too, opposed it: the Jacksonian
Jeaders sgreed that they could not afford to permit it to pass under Adminis-
tration auspices and believed they had grounds enough to justify their
opposition because of the defects in the details of the proposal.

But the measure passed the House. In the Senate, Martin
Van Buren, now a staunch Jackson adherent, caused a tie by refusing to
vote, thus forcing Vice-President Calhoun to make the decision and incur
the odium of one side or the other. Calhoun, venom in his heart against
Van Buren, took the only course he could: he sided with his own section
and voted down the bill. In Pennsylvania, newspaper editors let loose with
the headline: *‘Jokn C. Calkoun—The Arck Traitor™ and under this printed
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the names of the seven Congressmen who had opposed the bill, labelled
“The seven Traitors of Pennsylvania.” Buchanan headed the list.15

Pennsylvania reacted sharply to the defeat of the Woolens Bill.
A state convention in favor of tariff protection which met in Harrisburg on
June 27 assumed the aspect of a Clay-Adams electioneering meeting and
became the basis for a second at the same place on July 30, which was
advertised as a national convention of all friends of protection. Henry Clay
was scheduled to be there, and all friends of the manufacturing interest
were invited. The Jacksonians boycotted both meetings, stating that the
program was “actuated only by a desire to seduce Pennsylvania from the
cause of Jackson, under false pretences that himself & friends are opposed
to the. Tariff, while Mr. Adams is in its favor.”’® Buchanan’s brother
George wrote worriedly from Pittsburgh, “The Woolens Bill is the great
handle of Mr. Adams’s friends here.”"?

During the summer, as the tide against Jackson continued to rise,
Buchanan began to receive letters of this tenor: “I now prefer Mr. Adams
. . . from a conviction that the interests of Pennsylvania are more likely
to be promoted by the ascendency of northern men & northern measures
than of southern men and southern measures.”®

In order to meet the charge of “southern men and southern
measures” Buchanan seized upon the only real stand Jackson had ever
taken in regard to the tariff, his Coleman letter of 1824, and made as much
of it as he dared.

In a letter to the Lancaster Weekly Journal, he wrote:

Although the mass of the population of the Southern states may
be hostile to the tariff policy, yet some distinguished individuals
have risen above the prejudice by which they are surrounded.
Among them I take pleasure in mentioning . . . General Jackson
....Ido know and I wish to be understood as speaking from
personal knowledge, that General Jackson not only voted for the
Tariff [of 1824], but that he was its decided and efficient friend.
He did more to reconcile many of the Southern members of
Congress to it than any other man in the country did or could
have done.!®

True, but Jackson supported this bill because he thought it
necessary to the national defense; he did not support it because he believed
in the protective principle, and he urged his southern colleagues to support
it for the same reason.

Buchanan had to show, somehow, that the New England States
and the Adams Administration were opposed to a tariff. Early in July 1827,
while on a brief electioneering trip to western Pennsylvania, he dropped a
remark which foreshadowed the plan. A communication to the Franklin
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Repository signed ““Agricola” quoted him as saying: “We [meaning
Jackson’s friends] will next session bring before Congress a tariff bill so
larded with other than protection to wool growers and manufacturers of
wool, and involving principles which we know the East will not agree to,
[that] we will . . . throw the odium of its rejection off the South on . ..
the East.”"20

The story of the Tariff of Abominations is well known. But as
soon as the trick bill was proposed Pennsylvania took it up with an enthusi-
asm which had not been anticipated. All the Pennsylvania Jacksonians
worked hard for it, and the Adams men supported it. The bill, once passed,
was received with joyful acclaim in Pennsylvania. By midsummer of 1828,
reports were widespread that the cause of Jackson was “‘rising rather than
declining.”

The result was a good deal of an impasse. Neither side could
claim a clear victory on the tariff issue, but the important thing for the
Jacksonians was that a tariff bill of their making had passed. In the North
this was used as prima facie evidence of Jackson’s soundness on the ques-
tion. But the individual Congressmen who had voted against the 1827
Woolens Bill had not been forgiven. Every one of them faced a hard
struggle to retain his place in Congress, and none more so than James
Buchanan.

James wrote that “the persecution against me in this county has
exceeded all reasonable bounds. Some of the leaders of the Adams party
have transferred all their abuse from Genl. Jackson to me. The purest &
most disinterested acts of my life have been misconstrued, & out of them
charges have been raised to destroy my reputation.”

In view of the state of public feeling, the tactics of the campaign
were of great importance. Anything might happen in such an emotivnally
charged atmosphere, and the letters Buchanan got from his lieutenants in
various parts of the state showed no assurance that Jackson would earry
the state, or that Buchanan was safe in the district.®!

In the local election early in October, however, Buchanan demon-
strated the strength of his hold on the voters of Lancaster by polling 1371
votes in the city against 309 for his opponent; and 5203 in the Distriet
against 3904. These results, which carried through the entire local ticket,
showed that the Amalgamation plan of uniting Jackson Federalists and
Jackson Democrats had been a resounding success.?* In the presidential
election of November Jackson defeated Adams in the Lancaster County
District by a majority of 1467 out of a total of 8905 votes.??

THE FIGHT FOR THE SPOILS

Sitting in the quiet of his study on East King Street, Buchanan reviewed
the course of recent events and tried to sketch out in his mind the imme-
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diate future. He could not stand many more contests like this one. What
had been accomplished? The most remarkable thing was his own election
as a Democrat after having been elected to Congress four times as a Feder-
alist. That was a gratifying testimony to his personal reputation and had
been worth the violence of the campaign. The battle had left a good many
wounded veterans, but the important thing was that it had been won and
the victory proclaimed the existence of a strong new party in Pennsylvania
of which James Buchanan was the leader.

Pennsylvania cast so impressive a vote for Andrew Jackson that
everyone took it for granted that the Keystone State would have a dis-
tinguished place in the new Cabinet, but to find a man combining personal
capacity and political availability proved a thorny task for the new Adminis-
tration. Old Hickory would “have his own trouble with Pennsylvania,”
wrote one of Buchanan’s editors from Harrisburg; there were “more
quarters than one” in which “something like a vice-royalty will be ex-
pected.”?* As the original Jackson men cut no figure in state politics, it
was certain that the main struggle for influence would develop between
Buchanan’s Amalgamators and the Family party, neither of whom appealed
particularly to General Jackson. The Amalgamators were tainted by their
partiality for Henry Clay, the support of the F ederalists, and Buchanan’s
part in the “bargain and sale” scandal. The F amily party suffered from
the deserved stigma of its nickname, “Eleventh Hour men.” It represented
the city and business element of politics, which the western frontier voters
hated, and openly proclaimed its intention to put Calhoun in the White
House as soon as possible.

Buchanan had worked out a comprehensive plan for his party:
get Henry Baldwin into the Cabinet; promote Senator Isaac Barnard for
governor in 1829; after his election, let him use his influence to persuade
the Legislature to send Buchanan to the Senate as the replacement; and
run George B. Porter for Congress in Buchanan’s place to assume direction
of the Amalgamation men in the House. The scheme showed clearly that
Buchanan had advanced from the county and district level, and had
broadened his view to encompass the state and the nation. The new
program appealed to the rural and poorer class of Pennsylvanians against
the urban and richer class. The voting strength of the western frontiersmen
led by Baldwin, the latent power of the German farmers, organized by
Buchanan and Henry A. Muhlenberg, and the class consciousness of the
newly aroused workingmen of Philadelphia would be combined to challenge
the political and financial monopoly which Philadelphia and Pittsburgh, now
controlled by the Family party, had long imposed on the Commonwealth.

Buchanan went to Washington shortly after the presidential
election to superintend the details. He had been rooming with Senator
Barnard for a year, but the two of them now moved to Mrs. Cottinger’s
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where they could be joined by Congressmen James S. Stevenson of Pitts-
burgh and John B. Sterigere of Chester County.?® Buchanan was in poor
shape for the job which had to be done; he had been violently ill for several
months during the latter part of the election campaign with bilious fever.
These attacks, which seized him whenever he faced a hard fight, gave him
nausea, violent headache, and diarrhea and kept him near the slop bucket
into which he vomited bile until he was empty and then painfully retched
air. He was scarcely well when he returned to Congress in December, and
by the beginning of the new year suffered a recurrence of the fever which
lasted throughout February.2®

Rumor had early picked Samue] D. Ingham and Henry Baldwin
as the two Pennsylvanians most likely to be honored by a Cabinet post and
until February, 1829, it was a question who would succeed. Buchanan had
no hopes for himself, but he did expect that Jackson would select Baldwin
for the Treasury Department.” He had defended Jackson in 1819 when
he had been under attack for his Florida expedition, had been the first
Pennsylvanian to ask him formally to be a presidential candidate, and had
worked ardently for the cause ever since. Baldwin's son had recently
bought a plantation next to the Hermitage in Tennessee and had been on
terms of intimacy with Jackson throughout the summer of 1828.

The prospects seemed so good that the Amalgamators failed to
exert themselves as hard as circumstances demanded. When Buchanan
had discussed with Baldwin the possibility of nominating him for governor
in the spring of 1829, he had positively declined under an assurance from
Jackson that he would be placed at the head of the Treasury, and when the
president-elect invited Baldwin to come to Washington for a conference in
February, it was assumed that the appointment would now be uffered
to him 28

On the other hand, Ingham appeared to have little chance. Just
a year before he had been defeated in the contest for United States Senator
by a vote of 11 to 108 in favor of Barnard. Furthermore, Ingham was now
so ill at his home in New Hope that his friends feared for his life.

But Buchanan and his partisans did not know that the Eleventh
Hour Men had sowed all manner of doubts about Baldwin among Jackson's
advisors, and that a few of them had called upon Jackson, representing
themselves as spokesmen for the whole Pennsylvania delegation, and had
demanded the highest place for Ingham. Calhoun's friends joined in the
effort.?® Their strongest argument was that the appointment of Ingham
would ensure the nomination of a strong pro-Jackson governor of Pennsyl-
vania. The Amalgamators, warned the Calhoun men, hoped to see Clay
in the White House, and if they got control of the state administration
they might succeed.
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Late in February Jackson announced the appointment of Ingham
as Secretary of the Treasury. The loss of this key appointment to the
enemy was bad enough, but for Buchanan it was only half of the disaster.
Baldwin, cut to the core by the ridicule heaped upon him by the Family
press, considered himself entirely crushed and announced his “complete
withdrawal from political contests.” To lose the services of Baldwin in
the western region would nearly cripple the Amalgamation plan.

Buchanan could do little to help in Washington because Jackson
distrusted him and he had been counting on Baldwin to be his direct channel
to the White House. He tried to promote the appointment of his faction’s
candidates for various federal offices, but Jackson gave the appointments
to the Dallas men.

By June, Buchanan’s enthusiasm for Andrew Jackson had cooled
perceptibly. The love and admiration which Pennsylvanians had expressed
for Jackson personally had not, he wrote, “been transferred to his ad-
ministration,”® The Amalgamators had lost the fight in Washington and
had to salvage what they could in Harrisburg.

On March 4, 1829, while a howling mob wrecked the White House
in an effort to congratulate the newly inaugurated president, his friends in
Pennsylvania congregated in Harrisburg to stage a bitter grudge fight for
control of the state Jacksonian party.

Buchanan stayed away from the Harrisburg convention. He
had worked out the strategy, informed everyone of the task to be done,
and now left it up to the county workers to go into the fight and win. But
these men were no match for some of the old and skillful politicians work-
ing for Ingham, whose convention delegation was managed by Dr. Joel B.
Sutherland of Philadelphia. Barnard, after leading a field of ten candidates
through thirteen ballots, finally lost the nomination for governor to the
Family candidate, George Wolf, by the unexpected switch of three western
delegates. The defeat was particularly galling to the Amalgamators, not
so much because the final three votes which nominated Wolf had been
bought by Sutherland as because Barnard’s own five-man delegation from
Chester County had been barred from the convention on the first day in
favor of a contesting Family delegation. The Barnard men shouted “foul,”
called a general party conclave to condemn the Harrisburg proceedings,
and planned another convention in May to place Barnard in the field. They
denounced Wolf’s nomination as the result of “intrigue and management
in order, if possible, to secure the vote of Pennsylvania at the next presi-
dential election for John C. Calhoun.”$? It seemed clear that the nomination
of Wolf would be contested and that Barnard, or even Shulze, might be
selected to run against him.

Buchanan wrote hastily to Barnard, expressing his mortification
at the proceedings of the convention. There should have been an imme-
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diate protest, he thought, but now that the convention had adjourned. it
was too late; they would all have to support Wolf. “There is no course
left but submission. . . . Your encmies would be delighted if you should
consent to be a candidate. This, however, I feel certain you will not do."™33

By April, matters approached a crisis, for Barnard’s friends
seemed determined to hold another convention in May. By valiant work
Buchanan at last managed to avert an open split among the Jacksonians
and to prevent the meeting of the proposed convention. He saw no ad-
vantage in fighting the men supported by the Jackson Administration.
especially at this time. Anti-Masonry had rapidly come to the fullness of
its mushroomlike growth and, in alliance with the old Adams party, would
certainly defeat a Democracy split in two.

Buchanan therefore urged the Amalgamators to abandun all
formal opposition to Wolf and develop a campaign to gain some influence
over him. Barnard should remain quietly in the Senate; Shulze should
make all the removals he could, filling the places with supporters of Wolf
so that the new governor would be placed in the predicament of being
unable to give office to men of his own choice without firing political
friends.3* Buchanan's county organizations would circulate the idea that
Wolf was strong for Calhoun but lukewarm for Jackson. This would give
them some leverage at Harrisburg after the election.

In June 1829, the anti-Masons nominated Joseph Ritner for the
governorship. He had the advantages of residence in the western part of
the state, Pennsylvania-Dutch blood, and a reputation as an ardent pro-
tectionist, but the Jacksonians felt these were more than counteracted by
his support of Adams in 1828, his ridiculous conduct when Spraker of the
state House of Representatives, and the deplorable absence of drlegates at
the anti-Masonic nominating convention. The Family party did not fear
Ritner; it feared the defection of the Buchanan men.

Buchanan worked throughout the summer trying to keep hig
partisans in line, a task very much complicated by the type of fullowing he
had purposely created. Diverse elements could be held together under the
pressures and expectations of 1828, but it was a different matter to keep
them united in the face of defeat and without prospects of rewand®
Barnard made no real cffort to keep the Amalgamation group intact in
Chester County, letting his followers drift to the anti-Masons or the Family
without protest. He occupied himself chiefly with the buttle, trying tn
forget his recent defeat. “For God’s suke,” Buchanan wrote to him,
“summon up that resolution which belongs to your character & abandon
the practice forever. . . . You have been but once disappointed; & dis-
appointment is the common fate of public men. The Seaate of the United
States is a theatre as exalted as that to which your friends wished to elevate
you. ... Pardon my frankness & attribute it altogether to kindness,"™#
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Barnard, however, never recovered. He was a dead weight on the Amal-
gamation party and became useless in the Senate from which, within a
little more than a year, he resigned.

Buchanan took his two-week vacation at Bedford Springs as usual,
but returned home in mid-August to take the stump for Wolf. He talked
mostly at meetings of Barnard men, telling them that, although he had
not been in favor of the nomination of Wolf, it was now the duty of all
Jacksonians to support him. His speeches placed him on perfectly open
ground with Wolf, but hardly quieted the apprehensions of the Family
party that Barnard’s friends, for revenge, would vote anti-Masonic or not
vote at all.

The poll in October gave shocking evidence that Joseph Ritner
had support other than that of the anti-Masons. Wolf’s victory was no
landslide, and explanations of why it was not were soon pouring in from
every direction. Buchanan wrote,

Anti-Masonry has overwhelmed us like a tornado in this county.
Until within a few days of the election none of us had an idea of
its extensive influence. . . . The majority against us will exceed
1500. It was 1300 in our favor last election. . .. In the face of
our enemies, it would be miserable policy to divide ourselves into
hostile, opposing factions.®”

The Amalgamators, while they knew that they could expect no
voluntary favors from the new governor, did feel that they were sufficiently
strong to demand recognition and hoped to benefit from Wolf’s fears if not
from his gratitude. Unless he conciliated them, said they, he would not
have a chance of re-election in 1832, and the only policy which could
possibly save him from being run out at the end of one term was a dis-
tribution of the offices between the two factions. The alternative was
anti-Masonic victory.

During November and December, Buchanan wrote letters every
day or two to Governor Wolf, recommending friends for office.3 The
major struggle of the Amalgamators centered on the Attorney-Generalship,
an appointment they determined to make a test of the governor’s attitude
toward them. Wolf displayed great political acumen when he side-stepped
the factional fight by declaring that he would make residence at Harrisburg
a sine qua non for this appointment. Thus, he summarily eliminated every
candidate except the one of this choice, Samuel Douglass.®

The contest between the friends of Champneys and Buchanan in
Lancaster touched off a fight which illustrated the state of feeling between
the rival factions throughout the state. The Wolf Democrats held a victory
meeting after election, whereupon Buchanan’s friends resolved likewise to
celebrate. They selected the courthouse as a meeting place and made
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preparations to gather immediately upon the adjournment of the current
session of the court. Champneys, in the hope of effecting a reconciliation,
agreed to appear on the platform with Buchanan and G. B. Porter, but the
harder core of the Wolf party and the local sheriff determined that there
would be no celebration. The minute court adjourned they rushed to
the building, had the bell rung, surged into the court room, hoisted the
sheriff into the chair, and enacted a scene “seldom witnessed in a civilized
country.” The would-be speakers, tectering atop the judges’ bench,
attempted to harangue the crowd but became a target for flying inkstands,
pitchers, glasses, and spittoons.A?

The opponents of Amalgamation blamed Buchanan, stating that
nothing less than riot could be expected from an effort to unite red-blooded
Democrats with Federalists and that Buchanan's hostility to Wolf was the
reason for the outbreak. Buchanan made haste to write to the governor
to “learn whether my enemies have made any impression against me on
your mind” since the famous meeting at Lancaster. "I anticipated no
disturbance,” he said, ““and . . . attended for the single purpose of uniting,
not of dividing the party, as my preamble and resolutions abundantly
testify. . . . I confess I think my case a very hard one. Having actively
supported not only your election, but that of the whole county ticket. . ..
I find myself now denounced as if I had been your cold friend if not vour
enemy. ... Itis my determination firmly to sustain your administration. . .
Having long since announced my determination to retire from Congress at
the close of the present term, I have no interest but the good of the country
& the party in desiring to save the District . . . from the grasp of anti.
Masonry. This can be done, only by a thorough union & pre.concerted
action of your friends, under the name of Democrats. . . . Union i
absolutely necessary to our success. Nothing shall be wanting on my part
to promote a reconciliation of your friends, provided 1 can interfere with
any reasonable hope of accomplishing so desirable a purpose,”™

This letter lacked something of candor, and Wolf knew it. In
fact, there lay on the governor’s desk half a dozen others frum friends hy
trusted explaining in minute detail that “in every county whers « Jthe
Amalgamators] had any influence,” that party “played us false.”*¥  But
when it was all said, Wolf still faced the plain fact that Buchanan’s party
held a balance of power which could destroy him. Reluctantly the governnr
asked Champneys to swallow his pride and to “act cordially with Porter
and Buchanan.” When Champneys resisted, an administration spokesman
wrote more urgently: "My intention was with deference to intimate my
own opinion that no sacrifice of personal feeling on your part which might
produce a strong Union & ultimate success could possibly place you in a
less enviable situation. I do not now, nor have I ever supposed that
[Buchanan] will ever very cordially support us. Still I have hoped that
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something like the course I have suggested might give a little better aspect
generally to the politics of Lancaster, and essentially strengthen the real &
sound democracy at home.”#3

Buchanan succeeded better in forcing the idea of union on the
governor than he did on his own partisans. Scarcely had the ink of his
protestations of friendship to Wolf dried on the page when he was invited
to a Chester County meeting called for the specific purpose of rejecting
resolutions favorable to the state administration. Barnard remarked to
him at this affair that “‘any attempt to identify you with the Gov. was cal-
culated to do you mischief.”¢ A little later the anti-Wolf Democrats of
Philadelphia invited Buchanan to a dinner. The committee had purposely
extended invitations only to persons living in the city in order that the
governor would not have to be invited (a ruse intended to mock Wolf’s
*residence rule” for naming the Attorney General), but it informed
Buchanan that “if you, Barnard, &c. should happen to be here, the Com.
would at once call upon you.”#5

The situation, indeed, appeared to be hopeless. Buchanan,
observing the political chaos, formally announced in the spring of 1830
that he would retire from politics; he knew he could be nominated only by
his own faction, and he knew with equal certainty that this faction could
not elect him. The death of Judge John Tod of the State Supreme Court
led him to hope for that appointment. Many of his friends wrote to Wolf
that Buchanan might be persuaded to accept the position if it were “offered
to him without a recommendation being presented,” but that he would
not seek it#8 This peculiar approach originated with Buchanan himself;
the mere thought of rejection affected him like salt on a snail’s back. Wolf
eventually named John Ross of Bucks County to the judgeship, thereby
giving to Ingham an unexpected and staggering blow, for Ross and Ingham
for years had been at loggerheads with each other. The governor wrote
later that Buchanan “wanted me to appoint him,” and that the “refusal to
do so has made me appear very contemptible in his eyes.”

In December, 1830, William Wilkins was elected to the United
States Senate by a last minute coalition of the warring Democrats who, on
the twenty-first ballot, got together rather than permit the imminent
victory of the anti-Masonic contender. A year later, upon the resignation
of Senator Barnard because of ill health, the Pennsylvania Legislature
named George M. Dallas to fill the unexpired term.

Buchanan glumly reviewed the ruins—Baldwin shelved, Barnard
retired and dying, himself withdrawn until the storm should blow over;
the Family installed in Jackson’s Cabinet, in control of the governorship,
and in command of both seats in the United States Senate; the Democratic
party in Pennsylvania split hopelessly and facing inevitable defeat by a
political rag, tag, and bobtail united in the weird idiocy of anti-Masonry.
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Life was a vast joke, and hope was futile. The situation was nearly as
ridiculous as it was painful.

“Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” At least he could
finish his work in Congress with some éclat and distinction. There was
important work to do, and he would be called upon as a veteran to direct it.
Without any certainty of the future, and without a great deal of interest in
it, Buchanan settled down to his last two years as a legislator.

THE CULMINATION OF A CONGRESSIONAL CAREER

The first session of the Twenty-first Congress, which convened in December
1829, found Buchanan in an unusually dour and touchy frame of mind.
He grumped about a departure from the customary mode of selecting &
Clerk of the House, and let go a blast at Congressman James K. Polk, a
young member from Tennessee, which was quite out of keeping with his
normally placid deportment. Polk had made a speech on an important
resolution, concluding with a motion to lay the matter on the table, 2
motion which, by rule, admitted no debate. Buchanan requested Polk to
withdraw his motion and allow him to say a few words, but Polk refused.
The House then voted down the motion to table, and Buchanan got the
floor. He was sorry, he said, that he had to bother the House with a vote
because his colleague lacked common courtesy. The gentleman from
Tennessee was within his rights but very ungracious, after speaking at
length himself, to conclude with a motion which, if successful, would
prevent anybody else from saying anything. Polk flushed with angry
embarrassment. A little incident; a little incident such as a man never
forgets. 48

One of the most conspicuous contributions which James Bu-
chanan ever made to the government of the United States was his Minority
Report opposing a proposal to abrogate the 25th Section of the Judiciary
Act of 1789. The motion to repeal went to the House Committee on the
Judiciary of which Buchanan was now chairman, succeeding Daniel
Webster. A large majority of the Committee, répresenting & comparable
majority in the House, favored the repeal and reported a bill for the purpose.
But Buchanan showed that “though he may have quit the Federalist Party,
he had not abandoned Federalist doctrine.” He prepared his report, got
the signatures of two of his committee members, and took his case to
the House.4?

The Constitution gave to the federal courts jurisdiction in “all
cases in law and equity, arising under this Constitution, the laws of the
United States, and treaties.” The 25th section of the Act of 1789 further
defined this general grant, assigning to the Supreme Court final judgment in
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three classes of cases: 1) those in which a state court should decide that
a law or treaty of the United States was void; 2) those in which the validity
of a state law was called in question on the ground that it violated the
federal Constitution; and 3) cases involving appellate jurisdiction on con-
struction of the Constitution, laws, and treaties of the United States when
their protection had been invoked, but denied, to parties in state suits.

Buchanan rested his defense of these jurisdictions of the Supreme
Court upon three propositions. First, he said, “it ought to be the chief
object of all Governments to protect individual rights.” Without the 25th
Section, state courts could deny any or all of the rights supposed to be
guaranteed to citizens by the federal Constitution, and the citizen so de-
prived of his rights would have no recourse.

Second, there could be no uniformity in the construction of the
federal Constitution, of the laws of Congress, or of treaties, without the
ultimate jurisdiction of the Supreme Court. Without the 25th Section,
each state could decide for itself the meaning of a phrase in the Constitution
or federal statute or treaty. Thus, a federal law or international agreement
might be valid in one state and in another be held void.

Third, the only alternative to these jurisdictions of the Supreme
Court was disunion. *The chief evil which existed under the old con-
federation, and which gave birth to the present constitution, was, that the
General Government could not act directly upon the peaple, but only by
requisition upon sovereign States. The present Constitution was intended
to enable the Government of the United States to act immediately upon the
people of the States, and to carry its own laws into execution by virtue of
its own authority.”

“We have in this country,” he concluded, *‘an authority much
higher than that of the sovereign States. It is the authority of the sovereign
people of each State. In their State Conventions, they ratified the Con-
stitution of the United States; and so far as the Constitution has deprived
the States of any of the attributes of sovereignty, they are bound by it,
because such was the will of the people. The Constitution thus called into
existence by the will of the people of the several States, has declared itself
.. . to be ‘the supreme law of the land’; and the judges in every State shall
be bound thereby.”%

Buchanan presented the case for the Minority Report with such
force that the House adopted it by a vote of 138 to 51. Buchanan properly
considered it *"a most signal and permanent victory for national unity and
federal sovereignty.” Personally it was a victory of the constitutional
lawyer over the party politician, but in a larger sense it preserved the
national jurisdiction of the Supreme Court. Had the popular sentiment for
repeal of the 25th Section prevailed, wrote a modern judge, “who can say
that the eloquence of Webster or the political skill of Lincoln or the military
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genius of Grant would have availed to save the Union from disintegra-
tion?”’>! More likely, none of these would ever have had the chance to
try his powers.

As a final flourish to his Congressional career, Buchanan acted
as chief manager of the prosecution of Judge James H. Peck of Missouri,
against whom the Judiciary Committee reported articles of impeachment
in March, 1830. Judge Peck had imprisoned and disbarred a St. Louis
attorney, Luke E. Lawless, citing him for contempt because Lawless had
written newspaper articles which criticized Judge Peck’s opinions. Bu-
chanan conducted the prosecution in collaboration with Henry R. Storrs of
N. Y., one of the readiest debaters in the House, George McDuffie of South
Carolina, Ambrose Spencer, for twenty years 2 Judge of the New York
Supreme Court, and Charles Wickliffe, a lawyer from Kentucky. William
Wirt and Jonathan Meredith acted as attorneys for Judge Peck.

The Senate acquitted Peck by a vote of 22 to 21.  John Quincy
Adams confided to.his diary that it was “highly probable that Jackson did
not wish to see an impeachment of a Judge, commenced by Buchanan,
successfully carried through.” 2

The chairmanship of the Judiciary Committee and the impeach-
ment proved a welcome distraction to Buchanan in the dismal days after
the election of Governor Wolf and the triumph of the Family, but as the
Jackson Administration grew older some new rays of hope began to shine
for the Amalgamators. On January 4, 1830, President Jackson appuinted
Henry Baldwin to a seat on the Supreme Court left vacant by the death of
Judge Bushrod Washington in November, 1829. The Family had pushed
hard to have John Bannister Gibson appointed, but the Buchanan men
pressed for Baldwin, urging as a main reason for chovsing him the fact
that the Calhoun newspapers in Pennsylvania and the national capital had
been denouncing Baldwin so bitterly.® In the Senate, Baldwin's numination
was approved by everyone except the two members from South Carolina.

Within eighteen months, events occurred which corpletely
destroyed Calhoun’s chances for the presidency as a successor of Jackson,
estranged the Calhoun forces in Pennsylvania from the president, and
revived the influence of Buchanan and his Amalgamators. The viulent
threats of South Carolina to nullify the federal tariff laws, the dramatic un-
closeting of the long-hidden skeleton of Calhoun’s attack on Jackson during
the Florida war of 1818-1819, and the breakup of the Cabinet over the
Peggy Eaton affair, which for months had been the main topic of drawing
room conversation in Washington, made it clear to all that Jackson and
Calhoun had come to the parting of the ways. The vice-president’s break
with Jackson left the Family party of Pennsylvania with little influence in
the national capital. As the feud sharpened it became a certainty that
Jackson would accept a second term. Much as the Family party tried to
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prevent it, Buchanan and his associates joined with Jackson’s promoter,
William B. Lewis, to have Pennsylvania take the lead in calling for the
renomination of “Old Andy” and got the State Legislature to issue a formal
call on February 3, 1831.54

By the spring of 1831, at Van Buren’s suggestion, the national
Cabinet dissolved and all the Calhoun men in it, including Ingham, quit
the Jackson Administration. This set-back to the prestige of the Family
proved a life-giving tonic to the Amalgamators, who now tried to get
Jackson to appoint Buchanan to the Attorney-Generalship, or possibly to
the Treasury Department.55 Van Buren astutely obtained for George
Washington Buchanan, James’s brother, an appointment as federal attorney
for the Pittsburgh district.5

At the same time Buchanan’s friends began to plug him for the
vice-presidency, as running mate to Jackson in 1832. Newspapers in
Amalgamation counties in Pennsylvania and in nearby states where
Buchanan had supporters placed his name on their mastheads under
Jackson’s and called public meetings to endorse the plan. Buchanan had
already announced his determination to retire from politics and had turned
down an invitation to run for the State Legislature, but the vice-presidency
was a little different. The Calhoun movement which had long dominated
the Pennsylvania scene now lay prostrate; but Buchanan’s party was still
very much alive and he decided to let the vice-presidential business boom
a little just to prove it.
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THE POLITICS OF THE RUSSIAN MISSION

At the very time that there was so much talk about Buchanan for a Cabinet
post or Buchanan for the vice-presidency, he received a letter from John
Henry Eaton. In it Eaton invited him to hecome the Minister to Russia. The
offer of the Russian Mission was a distinct letdown, since this assignment
was a sort of genteel exile for those political figures who could neither be
ignored nor trusted, and it came at a most inopportune moment. Buchanan
had no desire to leave the United States when the political scene was so
exciting. Ingham was out of the picture; his absence had created a vacuum
in Pennsylvania politics, and Buchanan stood poised to fill it. Now that
Ingham was also out of the Jackson Administration, people wanted to know
what place Buchanan would have in it. For the time being he could give
no hint of his plans for the immediate future, because Eaton had informed
him that the invitation was to be considered entirely confidential.}

Buchanan replicd to Eaton that he ought not to accept. He did
not know French; he was very busy with his law practice and could not
leave for some time without grave injury to his clients.? Eaton responded
that the president would not ask him to leave for a year, “unless something
more than is now expected arises,” With this foggy assurance Buchanan
had to be satisfied. He accepted the mission on June 12, and asked again
that he be allowed to make public the appointment. His preparations for
departure and his sudden interest in the study of French would give it away
anyhow. “Is there any reason why I should . . . defer these preparations?”
he plaintively inquired. Jackson scrawled an impatient note to Eaton
which the Major forwarded: *Say to him in reply, to go on and make his
preparations and let the newspapers make any comments that they may
think proper, and mind them not. It is only necessary that he shouid not
give them any information.” There would be no announcement of the
appointment until the present minister, John Randolph of Roanoke,
returned to America; and no one knew when that would be.2
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Throughout the summer of 1831 hints of all kinds of appoint-
ments, including the right one, circulated widely in the press, as did stories
that Buchanan had been snubbed by Jackson* His vice-presidential
prospects continued to boom, but they were considerably hampered by the
unconfirmed rumors that he would get a mission.® Another manifestation
of Jackson’s kindness which perturbed Buchanan was the appointment of
his colleague in the Amalgamation plan, George B. Porter, to the governor-
ship of Michigan Territory in place of General Lewis Cass, who was now in
charge of the War Department. With Ingham “sacked” and Porter and
Buchanan about to be shipped out, Pennsylvania’s Democratic party was
without leadership. The whole development appeared to be no accident;
the parts fitted together too well. The object was to build 2 Van Buren
party on the wreckage of both the Family and the Amalgamation factions.

During July Buchanan had a bilious attack. He used it as an
excuse to travel north under doctor’s orders. In late August and early
September he went “wandering about among the New Yorkers & the
Yankees,” centering his activities at Saratoga and Boston, while he tried
to learn about American trade problems with the Baltic and the Black Sea.’

By the time he got back to Lancaster on September 9, he knew
that his vice-presidential hopes had gone aglimmering. Pennsylvania would
probably name Dallas as its candidate. Buchanan wrote to Jackson: “Now
I have no wish to be a candidate for the Vice Presidency, on the contrary
my nomination was got up without my consent & it is my intention to
decline. . . . I think no man ought to hold that office but one of mature age
who has obtained the confidence of the American people by distinguished
services. ... In short, he ought to be next in the confidence of the people
to the President himself,”” Shortly after Jackson received this, he publicly
announced the appointment to Russia.

Buchanan’s mother now learned for the first time of the assign-
ment. “Would it not be practicable even now to decline its acceptance?”’
she asked. “Your political career has been of that description which ought
to gratify your ambition & as to pecuniary matters, they are no object to
you. If you can consistently with the character of a gentleman & a man
of honor, decline, how great a gratification it will be to me. ... P.S. At
what time do you intend paying us that visit, previous to your departure
from the country which gave you birth, and I expect, to me, the last visit?
Do not disappoint me, but certainly come.” Elizabeth Speer Buchanan
was sixty-six.

For the next several months, Buchanan tried to pull together all
the loose ends of his many activities in preparation for a two-year absence.
He visited Jackson in Washington and his mother at Mercersburg. He
worked actively among Pennsylvania politicians to try to salvage something
from the chaos which the previous months had brought, and answered

79



JAMES BUCHANAN

Jackson’s effort to create a new Pennsylvania leadership by joining forces
with his old rivals, Wolf and Dallas. Governor Wolf was in the worst
predicament of all. Immediately upon hearing of Ingham’s dismissal from
the Cabinet, he had written asking Ingham to swallow his anger and refrain
from attacking Jackson. Otherwise, everyone would assume “that the
Administration of the State was in hostility with that of the Union—a
position in which for the present I have no desire to be placed.”®

In the Pennsylvania election for Senator on December 13, 1831,
Buchanan agreed that his friend, Henry A. Muhlenberg, should throw his
floor ballots to Dallas in order to prevent the election of an anti-Mason or
an Adams man. Ironically, it was Barnard’s seat which was to be filled.
Nonetheless, anything but support of Dallas meant a complete destruction
of the Jackson party, which would carry all down with it. Pennsylvania
had an obligation to look out for her own interests, interests which a
Van Buren control would readily sacrifice.

On January 12, 1832, Buchanan’s nomination to the Russian
Mission was almost unanimously confirmed by the U. S. Senate. On the
13th Van Buren’s confirmation as Minister to Great Britain was dcfeated
by the casting vote of Vice-President Calhoun—sweet revenge for Little
Van’s trick on the Woolens Bill vote of 1827. Within a week, Governor
Wolf wrote a letter to Jackson which Benjamin Champneys showed to
Buchanan prior to sending it to its destination. Wolf urged Jackson to
appoint Buchanan to the English Mission, in place of Van Buren.1?

Buchanan understood perfectly the meaning of the epistle and
the mode of its delivery. Champneys had become the most unrelenting foe
of Amalgamation. His visit was the olive branch, and Wolf's letter itself
was a declaration to Andrew Jackson that the Democrats of Pennsylvania
stood united for him, but not for Martin Van Buren.!! As to the proposal,
Buchanan sent his thanks to the governor and acknowledged that “London
would to me be a pleasant exchange for St. Petersburg,” but he added that
he had no intention of pressing the suggestion.

In the meantime, he completed preparations for his new duties
and for the supervision of his personal affairs during his absence. Edward
Livingston, Secretary of State, wrote him detailed instructions for managing
the Legation!? and suggested that Buchanan, in case he did not wish to
continue John Randolph Clay as Secretary of Legation, avail himself of
the services of a department clerk, Dr. Robert Greenhow, who knew
languages and had travelled much in Europe.’* Buchanan sclected Clay.

He gave power of attorney to two Lancaster friends, John
Reynolds, editor of the Lancaster Journal, and Dr. Nathaniel W. Sample, in-
structing them to sell his library and all his personal property in Lancaster,
to superintend the management of his real estate, to collect his dividends
and interest, and to conduct prosecutions of all who failed to pay on time.
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He authorized them to invest his income in state and federal bonds or in
Lancaster real estate.!*

On March 21, 1832, he left for Washington. He was in a dismal
frame of mind, reasonably certain that he was permanently severing his
connection with Lancaster and positive that he was about to embark on a
pursuit “in which my heart never was: to leave the most free and happy
country on earth for a despotism more severe than any which exists in
Europe.”5

In Washington he visited his friend Stephen Pleasanton of the
Auditor’s office and got the details of his pay straightened out. He would
receive $9000 per year, an “outfit” fee of one year’s salary, and also the
cost of passage home. The Legation was provided with a special contingent
fund for the purchase of postage, newspapers, minor gifts, and stationery.®
He made final arrangements for John W. Barry, of the U. S. Army, a son
of Postmaster General William T. Barry, to accompany him as private
secretary, and acquired the services of a mulatto servant, Edward Landrick,
as valet.

Returning to Lancaster he found everything in order except his
arrangements with the English Presbyterian Church, where he was a
regular worshipper, although as yet not a member. While attending
service on April 1, his last Sunday in Lancaster, he was reminded that his
rent for Pew 35 was due, and wrote a check to cover the matter.'?

ST. PETERSBURG

At New York the following Sunday he boarded the *Silas Richards.” I
suffered from seasickness during nearly the whole voyage,” he confided to
his diary. He was particularly impressed and respectful of Captain Henry
Holdridge, who had crossed the Atlantic 88 times. “An excellent seaman,”
he called him, and “‘possessed of much more information than could have
been expected from one in his profession.” After a 25-day voyage, they
arrived at Liverpool, where Buchanan presided at the passengers’ dinner
for Captain Holdridge at *The Star and Garter.” A year later, however,
after he had had more sailing experience, he began to refer to Holdridge as
“the Yankee captain with whom I crossed the Atlantic, who would carry
sail in a hurricane.”®

Buchanan’s two-week sojourn in England was a whirl of sight-
seeing and social life to which he responded with a combination of the
eager enthusiasm of a touring schoolmarm and the steely-eyed appraisal of
an investment banker. Mr. Ogden, the consul at Liverpool, inaugurated
his excursion into high life by having him invited to the estate of Mr.
William Brown, the international banker. *Both its external and internal
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appearance,” wrote Buchanan, very much impressed, “prove the wealth
and the taste of its opulent and hospitable owner.” Ogden warned Bu-
chanan of the need for security in diplomatic activity and gave him a special
cipher he had invented—'so that my secretary may decipher one letter
and yet know nothing about any other.”'®

After five days in Liverpool, he set out for Manchester on the
railroad—his first ride in this new contrivance: “a distance of thirty miles
—in one hour and twenty-five minutes,” and through two tunnels. On
the way to London he made the basic stops—Birmingham, Kenilworth
Castle, Warwick Castle, Stratford upon Avon, Blenheim, and Oxford.
After several weeks in London he proceeded to Hamburg and on May 24
set sail for Lubeck and St. Petersburg, arriving at his destination on June 2.

The Russian capital, built by order of Peter the Groat a century
before, was at this time one of the most brilliant cities in the world: a center
of literature, music, the theater and ballet. Built on the delta through
which the Neva River flows into the Gulf of Finland, it served as Russia's
“window looking out on Europe.” Along its main avenue, the Nevsky
Prospekt, stood the Winter Palace and the Mariinsky Palace, the great-
domed cathedral of St. Isaac, and the Admiralty Palace crowned with
delicate spires. Buchanan had learned something of St. Petersburg from
the charming Mrs. George W. Campbell who had been a great favorite of
the late Czar Alexander while her husband served as American Minister to
Russia some years before. e had also talked with Baron Krudener,
Russian Minister to Washington, and to his delicate blonde wife who, in
earlier days, had been a power at Alexander's Court. He had been prepared
for lavish splendor, but the reality exceeded his expertations.

By the middle of June he had rented as Legation headwquarters the
Ville Dame Brockhauser at Wassilioshoff on the Gramd Neva s05, g site
which commanded a delightful view of the river and of all the activity of
the port, though it was considerably removed from the activities of the
government. The villa was spacious, with a courtyard, stables for six
horses, a carriage and sleigh house, and a special apartment fur the servants,
Buchanan took it furnished with bronzes, marbles, tubles, huffets, silver.
ware, linen, pottery, porcelains, crystal, cooking utensils, and other
household appurtenances—enough equipment to provide regular settings
for six and occasional parties of thirty.?

On June 11 he presented his letter of credence to the Fanperor
Nicholas I. After the usual exchange of civilities the munarch rather
surprised the new envoy by coming forward, shaking hands with warmth
and cordiality, and wishing him a bappy stay in the city. The Empress,
too, was congenial, and very talkative. She thought the Americaus were
wise to keep out of European troubles, because they had enough of their
own at home, especially with the southern states and their resistance to
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the tariff. I endeavored in a few words to explain this subject to her,”
said Buchanan, “but she still persisted in expressing the same opinion, and,
of course, I would not argue the point.”

Nicholas, who had assumed the throne upon the death of his
elder brother Alexander in 1825, had been trained more for war than for
statecraft. Although he liked to pose as *“a simple, honest officer and
servant of the state,” his political ingenuity scarcely extended beyond the
imposition of police rule throughout his domain. Just the year before
Buchanan’s arrival, he had ruthlessly crushed a liberal uprising in Poland
under the slogan, *“orthodoxy, autocracy and national unity.” In foreign
policy he was especially interested in maintaining the integrity of Turkey
in order that no other powers could force an entry into the Black Sea.

Buchanan soon had a long conversation with Count Nesselrode,
the Russian Foreign Minister, about the objectives of his mission. He
found that Nesselrode already knew a good deal about him from Prince
Lieven, the Russian Minister in London, and Baron Krudener, the Minister
to the United States who was happily on furlough at St. Petersburg that
summer. There was little new business to introduce. John Randolph, in
his short sojourn in the city, had already presented to the Foreign Office a
complete file of papers covering the wish of the United States to conclude
a trealy of navigation and commerce and a treaty concerning maritime
rights with Russia. As the Russian Ministry had been in possession of all
the documents for over a year and had given no hint whether it wished to
treat on either subject, Buchanan determined for the present not to ask
Count Nesselrode for any answer to the propositions made by Mr. Randolph.
*I shall wait until I become better acquainted with the views and wishes
of the Imperial Ministry,” he said, “before I introduce the Negotiation to
their attention, or do any act which can subject me to the charge of im-
portunity.”#2

The first months were both leisurely and exciting. Buchanan had
occasional conferences with Baron Krudener and with Count Nesselrode,
feeling out their sentiments on the pending negotiation, but mostly he sat
in the Legation studying French, reading international law, writing letters
home, and wishing for mail. In fact, he had not been in St. Petersburg
twenty-four hours before he wrote to Secretary of State Livingston the
extraordinary fact that the American Legation had received no news from
the home country for over a year, and its personnel had no idea what might
be going on in the United States. He requested the immediate inauguration
of a monthly courier service to London.

To his friend, John Reynolds, he gave a pretty clear picture of
his state of mind and mode of life. *I would much rather for my own part
occupy a seat in the Senate or in the House; I say this not from despond-
ency, for that would be without reason; but simply from the circumstance
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that a man devoted to free principles cannot be happy in the midst of
slavery.

“So far as it regards my own person I shall dress so as not to
compromise the Republican simplicity of my country. Over my equipage
I have in a manner no control. I must submit to the established customs,
or forfeit many of the most essential privileges of a foreign minister. If I
were to drive through the streets of Lancaster in the same style I do here,
I should soon have a mob of men, women & children in my train. I must
drive four horses; otherwise I could not go to court. My driver like the
rest is a Russian with a long flowing black beard, dressed in the peculiar
costume of his country. There is a postilion on the leader: but what is the
most ridiculous of all is the Chasseur who stands behind. He is decked
out in his uniform more gaudy than that of our Militia Generals with a
sword by his side & a large chapeau on his head surmounted by a plume of
feathers. It is this dress which constitutes the peculiar badge of a foreign
minister. The soldiers at their stations present arms to the carriage, on
the streets they take off their hats to it, & it is everywhere received with so
much deference, that I feel ashamed of myself whenever I pass through the
City. It is ridiculous flummery. . . .

*“What a dunce I was not to bave learned the German language!
It would have been almost as useful to me here as the French. I now
understand the latter tolerably well; but it will be lung before I shall speak
it fluently.

“When you write, do not say anything which would be offensive
to the Government. They are not very delicate about opening letters here.
You had better perhaps give this caution to my other friends. ... We can
send out what we please by American Captains, but everything which
comes in must pass through the Post-Office.”

The treaty negotiation proceeded in a most peculiar and erratic
manner. Buchanan, after study of the documents, discovered that Ran-
dolph’s arguments all urged the benefits of the projected treaty to the
people of the United States but failed to present the corresponding ad-
vantages to Russia. Buchanan proposed to convince the Imperial Ministry
that the treaty would also promote the best interests of Russia.® Good
diplomacy always emphasized the quid pro quo.

In an unofficial talk with Baron Krudener he learned, with some
surprise, that Russia was much irritated by the American tariff of 1828 and
held it accountable for a sharp decline in trade. Buchanan got late statistics
to prove that Russo-American trade had greatly increased in 1831 and 1832;
the sugar refining plants around St. Petersburg had received slmost
all of their imported raw sugar from the U. S. ships slone. He made it
plain that with a treaty giving security to commercial enterprise, hundreds
of American vessels would ply the rich Black Sea ares, bringing in needed
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raw materials from all over the world and taking back hemp and bar iron.
At St. Petersburg the sugar import trade would be greatly enlarged, and the
wool export comparably increased. Russian internal manufacture would
be greatly diversified by the import of more raw materials and Russian
shipping would be stimulated by the export of her excess raw materials
to America.

Krudener insisted, however, that Russia desired a relaxation of
the tariff of 1828. It was with some excitement, therefore, that Buchanan
received New York newspapers which contained a draft of the Tariff Bill
of 1832, proposing reduction of duties on hemp, sail duck, and hammered
iron. He informed Krudener of it immediately and received a call from
him the next day. He said that this was pleasing news, and that Count
Nesselrode was at that moment on his way to Peterhoff to bring the question
of the commercial treaty to the attention of the Emperor.

For two weeks thereafter, the Russians pointedly ignored and
avoided Buchanan. He was at a loss to know why until he gathered from
some source that they had taken offense at some comments in the recently
arrived batch of American newspapers (which the Russian government
agents had perused with care before delivering them to the American
Legation). Obviously, Krudener and his colleagues had known of the
tariff revision before Buchanan did.

Eventually, Krudener called and stayed to dinner but appeared
“studiously to avoid every allusion to the proposed negotiation.” After
they rose from the table, the Baron casually remarked that the Emperor
had referred the American proposals to Count Cancrene, the Minister
of Finance.

This news dumfounded Buchanan. Noting his confusion,
Krudener asked: “Do you not consult your Secretary of the Treasury
on similar occasions?”’

“But you mean,” replied Buchanan, “that the Treaty has been
before the Emperor?”

*Yes, certainly,” replied Krudener, laughing.

Buchanan promptly obtained an audience with Count Nesselrode
and found Baron Krudener already in the chamber. They talked freely,
and both Russians conveyed the impression that it was almost a certainty
that a commercial treaty would be concluded. Buchanan now believed
that if the tariff bill passed, “without any essential change in the duties
proposed on Russian productions, . . . we shall obtain a Treaty without
much difficulty.”?5

Baron Krudener left for the United States in the middle of
August. Buchanaun hurried off letters to his friends Reynolds, Reigart, and
Jenkins, informing them that the Baron intended to visit Lancaster County
to examine its agriculture and urging them to “treat him kindly and with
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special distinction. ... Heis fond of the good things of this life & certainly
I have not yet seen any place where they abound more than in Lancaster.™?6

On August 19, an American ship brought news to Buchanan that
the Tariff of 1832 had passed both houses of Congress and had become law
without the president’s signature. He promptly transmitted to Nesselrode
the information that duties on iron were down from §22.10 to $18 per ton;
on sail duck, from 123 cents per square yard to 15 per cent ad valorem
(a radical reduction); and on hemp, from $60 to 840 per ton. He hoped
the commercial treaty would now be speedily negotiated in order that it
could be acted upon by Congress soon enough to give shippers time to
prepare for spring voyages.

Then a month and a half passed without a word. Rumeor said
that the treaty would be rejected, and Buchanan heard several times that
*4t was vain for any nation to attempt to conclude a Treaty of Commerce
with the Russian Government, whilst Count Cancrene continued as Minister
of Finance.”” Nonetheless, the American Minister tried to use his time
to advantage. He contrived an interview with Baron Stieglitz, the Court
Banker, who was a good friend of both Nesselrode and Cancrene and,
perhaps of more importance, financed most of the Russian trade with the
United States. He maintained a New York office and had large personal
interests in the Black Sea area which improved trade would stimulate,
Buchanan repeated all the arguments to him, invited him to dinner several
times, and was gratified to discover later that Stieglitz had carried the con-
versation back to Nesselrode.?

The time passed plessantly. Buchanan was much entertained,
and responded by giving a series of stag parties. He found Russian soviety
to be a strange compound of barbarism and civilization. The Russians
employed the best French cooks but usually ate a sour soup that would
have repulsed a Delaware Indian. The Russian ladies of high caste were
beautiful and educated, yet they seemed hugely entertained when Buchanan
told them fairy stories to which they responded like children?® Perhaps
their credulity was not so remarkable when one considered that part of the
reverence for Russia’s patron saint, Alexander Nevsky, stemmed from the
tradition that he once sailed up the Neva on a grindstone.?

Buchanan was greatly surprised to discover that the Russian
nobility drank very little and that the ladies regularly sat with the men
after dinner. “They have been too quiet for me!™ he wrote to Reynolds.
The lower classes were more convivial and drank “‘z apecies of hot white
brandy enough to kill the Devil."!

One morning Captain Barry rushed into Buchanan's quarters in
great agitation. He had just seen one of the Legation servants, a Russian,
going through the papers in the record room. Buchanan frowned snd told
Barry to sit down. *Let him go,” he said. "It can’t possibly do us any
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harm, and it just might do some good.” He had known, before he ever got
to St. Petersburg, that there was no security of information in Russia, and
he had made it a point never to put in writing anything that could give
offense or disclose a secret. In practically every document he wrote,
official and private, he included some comments highly complimentary to
the Emperor.32

Then, in October, Buchanan received a formal note stating that
his Imperial Majesty declined to negotiate a commercial treaty. It was a
blow, but it was not entirely unexpected. The note suggested several
reasons for the negative decision: the project did not sufficiently protect
Russian masters against the desertion of their seamen in American ports;
reciprocity was not clearly provided in all cases; and there was an implied
limitation upon the right of the Russian government to change its tariff
duties at will. Buchanan drafted a reply giving his solutions to the various
problems and went to bed discouraged. He was certain that the reasons
offered were not the real ones. The personal opposition of Count Cancrene,
Minister of Finance, and Mr. de Bloudoff, Minister of Interior, had led the
Emperor to reject negotiations.

A few days later, in response to a call from Count Nesselrode, he
went to the Foreign Office and engaged in a conversation so amazing that,
as he told Livingston, “you will, I think, be satisfied that but few more
singular occurrences have been recorded in the history of modern di-
plomacy.”

Nesselrode reviewed the rejection of the treaty, and mentioned
emphatically that Cancrene and de Bloudoff had brought the Emperor,
very reluctantly, to their point of view. Then he dropped his wary diplo-
matic manner, became “frank and candid,” and told the astonished Bu-
chanan that if he should rewrite his modifications to the treaty, stressing
certain points which the Count would mention, he would take it straight
to the Emperor, with the hope that it would be accepted.

Buchanan returned to the Legation with his head swimming.
Although he had too much to do to spend time speculating on this odd
turn of events, he could not doubt that Nesselrode, for some reason,
planned to put through the treaty against the wishes of the Cabinet, and
that the Emperor was sympathetic. All day Tuesday he worked, and on
Wednesday, after a short absence, found a card in the tray from the Baron
de Briinnow, a Counsellor of State and confidential friend of Nesselrode.
Thursday Briinnow came again and this time sat with Buchanan for half
the day, carefully coaching him on the phraseology of his proposed note.
Where Buchanan had written: “In pursuance of the wish expressed by
His Excellency the Vice Chancellor,” Briinnow wrote: “In pursuance of
the conversation between his Excellency and the Vice Chancellor, &c.”
Briinnow must have laughed at Buchanan. To announce in the formal
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note that Nesselrode had engineered this plan would wreck the Count’s
career and destroy the possibility of further negotiations. The matter was
to be kept in strictest secrecy, and the English Minister, in particular,
must get no hint of what was maturing33

Buchanan wrote happily to Livingston that he had “the fairest
prospect of speedily concluding a Commercial Treaty,” but despite the
apparent rush of mid-October, nothing happened during November. He
again began to wonder whether he had been hoaxed and complained to
Nesselrode that Mr. Clay, his Legation Secretary, had already missed the
Jast boat of the season while waiting to take the treaty to America. In
December Buchanan had an idea. The Emperor’s birthday was on the 18th
of that month, an occasion celebrated with a grand fete. I thought it might
expedite the conclusion of the Treaty, . . . to manifest a wish that it might
be signed on that anniversary,” he said. Nesselrode was delighted, but he
questioned whether copies could be prepared in time. Buchanan put extra
gecretaries into service to make the necessary drafts in English and in
French and on December 15 learned that Nesselrode had heen authorized
to sign the treaty 3

On Tuesday morning, December 18, the whole diplomatic corps
went to the Emperor’s birthday levée. The corps was arranged in line to
receive the Emperor and Empress, with Mr. Bligh, the newly arrived British
Minister, in the lowest station. “You may judge of my sstonishment,”
wrote Buchanan, “when the Emperor accosting me in French, in a tone of
voice which could be heard all around, said, T signed the order yesterday
that the Treaty should be executed according to your wishes,! & then
immediately turning to Mr. Bligh asked him to become the interpreter of
this information. . . . His astonishment and embarrassment were 8o
striking, that I felt for him most sincerely. . . . There can be no duubt but
all that occurred was designed on the part of the Emperor. .. . After the
Emperor had retired, Mr. Bligh, in manifest confusion . . . asked me what
kind of a Treaty we had been concluding with Russia. . . . This incident
has already given rise to considerable speculation among the knawing ones
of St. Petersburg.” That afternoon Buchanan went to the Foreign Office
and signed the treaty.3%

The treaty opened a new era in Russian diplomacy. It way the
first agreement of its kind which the Imperial Government had made with
any nation, though others had long sought such a compsct. It put the
ships, cargocs, and crews of each country on & basis of reciprovity, The
shippers of the one country were to receive the same treatment in the purts
of the other that they received in their home ports. Furthermore, a "'most
favored nation” clause had been included. It wan perfectly well known
that more than a hundred American ships visited Russian ports for every
Russian vessel sailing to America and that Russian discrimination against
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foreign shippers was much more extensive, petty, and exasperating than
the American practice. Therefore, Buchanan and others could well ponder
why the treaty had been made at all.

There were many aspects of high policy and domestic planning
which formed a part of the decision. Europe was a powder keg, and Russia
needed friends who could carry supplies to her if she became involved in
war. England had just reached an agreement with France on the Belgian
question, a coalition that weakened Russia’s position in the balance of
power. Russia desired to improve the economy of her southern regions
around the Black Sea, to increase her merchant marine, and to achieve
greater internal diversification. A fight for cabinet prestige between
Nesselrode and Cancrene had something to do with the result. But
probably most important of all was the Polish question. Only later did
Buchanan begin to understand what the Emperor really expected of him.

Buchanan noted an immediate change in the attitude of the
Russian nobles who now summoned him from his comparative isolation
across the Neva to their balls and parties. He reported becoming “a
favorite in several of their first families,”3® and that both the Emperor and
Empress had “been marked in their attentions™ to him, “indeed, so much
80 as to excite some little observation & perhaps envy.” Baron Cancrene
made the amende honorable, praising the treaty and paying Buchanan
compliments “of such a character,” he wrote, “as I know I do not deserve,
and therefore I shall not repeat.”” On several occasions, the Emperor
while walking along the streets of the city in plain dress, as was his custom,
encountered the American Minister and made it a point to stop and chat
with him, calling him “Buchanan.’”3® The Empress, whom Buchanan
praised as a fine dancer, often took him as a partner at court balls.®® It
was no wonder that Buchanan found his prestige miraculously mounting.
For a time he took all these attentions at face value, though somewhat
astonished, for he knew he possessed “but few of the requisites for being
successful in St. Petersburg society.”®® Then an affair began to develop
which suggested some ulterior reasons for his lionization.

Emperor Nicholas was terribly sensitive to criticism which
foreigners directed against him personally for instigating the horrible
atrocities of the Polish War and for the enslavement of the Polish people
thereafter. The newspapers of England and France heaped abuse upon
him as the brutal author of the outrages, and the British Parliament had
taken up the cry. For democratic insurgents all over Europe this was the
best possible ammunition and they fired it broadside with abandon.

Buchanan’s remarks in all his letters and notes to the State
Department had been very temperate on the Polish issue, and in several
instances he had stated that the atrocities proceeded only from the age-old
hostility of the peoples and had been inflicted by unruly officers at the
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front; he indicated that the Emperor was not the author of the system; that,
given the violent, unreasoning disposition of the Poles, the Emperor had
no alternative but to use force with them. If Buchanan represented the
United States, or could have any influence there; if the United States took
a view of the Polish struggle more temperate than that of the western
Europeans, this would have an important quicting effect on the revolu-
tionary impulse, the Emperor reasoned. America was its home; America
was its spokesman. If America saw mitigating factors, it would moderate
the frenzy of European revolutionaries on the subject.

Two days after the treaty had been signed, Count Nesselrode
began a conversation with Buchanan on an entirely new subject and in a
manner so formal and solemn that Buchanan was wholly nonplussed. In
two minutes more he was completely flabbergasted. The Washington
Globe, it appeared, had been reprinting from the French and English
journals some of the worst attacks against the Emperor. That these should
appear in the administration organ at the very moment that the new treaty
was in transit seemed in very poor taste. Would Buchanan not write to
Jackson and request him to have the editor of the Globe stop printing this
kind of material and to direct him to publish some compliments about the
Emperor? Nesselrode had a note on the subject already prepared which
Buchanan could send to the president.

Buchanan saw in an instant what he was up against. He tried to
explain that in the United States even the president could not tell a news-
paper editor what to print; there was no government control; in fact, the
Constitution forbade such control. Why, Buchanan asked, did not the
Russian papers print some denials of the French and English articles and
have them translated and circulated so that the American editors would
have the other side of the story? He himself had tried to get at the truth
of recent events in Poland but had not been able to learn anything even in
St. Petersburg. He would welcome the true story, and he was sure that
the American editors also would.

But Nesselrode persisted, wondered why the Globe was called an
“official” paper if it was entirely independent of the government, and
suggested “‘that General Jackson himself must certainky have some in-
fluence over the editor.” Buchanan finally concluded the subject by
telling a story about Baron Sacken who had, on one occasion, complained
to Jackson of the attacks which had been made upon the Emperor in the
American newspapers. In reply, the president requested him to examine
the papers again, and “if they did not contain a hundred articles abusing
himself to every one that attacked His Imperial Majesty, he would then
agree there was cause for complaint.”#* Nesselrode laughed heartily,
passed to other matters, and Buchanan thought he had disposed of the
problem. He was wrong.
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On January 9, a cart drew up before #65 Grand Neva, where the
draymen removed three large boxes, struggled with their load into the
Legation, and presented a bill for 1638 rubles—$330, for postage! Until
this day, James Buchanan had never received a single piece of mail from
the Department of State; now he got nearly half a ton of it: files of American
newspapers, journals of the House and Senate, books, dispatches, and
letters. ‘‘Such a mass was never sent by Mail before from Havre to St.
Petersburg,” he exclaimed.

By the time Buchanan had waded through the most recent of
this material he learned a few things. Baron Sacken, temporarily in charge
of the Russian Mission at Washington, had become involved in a squabble
with Livingston and Jackson which Nesselrode presumably knew all about.
The Baron had again asked for some action to put an end to the Globe
articles. When he received no satisfaction, he wrote a note, charging
Jackson with insincerity; he proclaimed friendship for Russia in his
messages to Congress but encouraged the Globe to print articles abusive of
the Emperor. This was a pretty mess to be brewing at the very time that
the treaty was about to come up for discussion in the Senate!

Livingston, apparently, expected Sacken to send a letter with-
drawing the charge against Jackson, but it had not yet been received.
Buchanan talked to Nesselrode about this unfortunate business and learned
that no disavowal was likely to be made, primarily because Sacken insisted
that he had shown his letter informally to the Secretary of State before
sending it, and that Livingston had read and approved it#2 Buchanan
thought that there must be some misunderstanding, and he promised to
get more exact information. What was the news of the treaty? asked
Nesselrode. The Emperor had acted with great dispatch; he was very eager
to know when the United States would ratify. Buchanan had no idea. The
only late word he got from America was through “scraps contained in
English newspapers kindly furnished . . . by Mr. Bligh, & an occasional
remark in the letters received from the United States by Baron Steiglitz.”

The last three months of the Mission were like scenes from a
comic opera. Buchanan’s position, as he came to learn with shock after
shock, was that of the only man in the cast who did not know the plot
beforehand. The cause was the combination of the assininity with which
the State Department handled its communications and the assiduity with
which the Russian secret police tapped them.

Not until July 31, for example, did Buchanan receive any infor-
mation from Livingston. He had indeed read the Sacken letter in advance
and had not objected to i! This took all the wind out of Buchanan’s sails.
It was obvious that Nesselrode had had a copy of Livingston’s note for
wonths, for the American chargé at Paris—a jack-ass” Buchanan called
him with kindness—had placed all the dispatches in the hands of the
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Russian Embassy to be forwarded. The Russians copied everything, sent
duplicates to their own Ministry, and delivered the originals, with all seals

broken, to Buchanan four months later.

Apparently the Russians read everything before Buchanan did.
Nesselrode had known about the passage of the American tariff three
weeks before Buchanan had gotten word of it—and that from unofficial
sources. Buchanan pleaded with the State Department never to send
dispatches by mail “‘unless they be of such a character that they may be
perused & copied not only at St. Petersburg, but in all the Governments
through which they may have passed.” Never once, he said, had he
received a piece of mail which had not been opened. “The letters have
been sent to me either almost open, or with such awkward imitation of
the seals as to excite merriment. The Post Office Eagle here is a sorry
bird.”3

By the end of May Buchanan had still not heard officially that
the treaty had been ratified by the Senate. The Emperor, at an audience,
inquired “with a good deal of earnestness in his manner” about the ratifica-
tion, and Buchanan had to answer lamely that he had no official verification,
but he had heard indirectly that the treaty had been ratified some months

ago.

Worst of all, the State Department failed to send any reply to
Buchanan’s Dispatch #8, describing the inside mechanics of the commercial
treaty negotiation and requesting instructions about the treaty on maritime
rights, which was still pending. Buchanan feared that a reply might have
been “transmitted through the Russian Post office.” Eventually the
answer came, but it was too late.

The maritime treaty was intended to define the legal nature of
blockades, to enumerate articles constituting contraband of war, and to
establish the principle that “free ships make free goods.” When Buchanan
proposed that talks be instituted on the maritime treaty he soon discovered
that Nesselrode was "'not disposed to enter upon the subject.” Buchanan’s
disappointment was all the more bitter, for Jackson had written, not too
enthusiastically, after the conclusion of the commercial treaty—"[it] is
as good a one as we could expect . . . , and if you can close the other as
satisfactory, it will be a happy result.”* But Nesselrode had shut the
door, and there was no use pushing at it.

THE CONCLUSION OF THE MISSION

More happily, Jackson bad given Buchanan permission to come home
whenever he wished. He had feared he was in for a two-year tour of duty,
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but he might be able to get out of Russia that summer and be home in time
for the next senatorial elections. Feeling that he had done all he could, he
took advantage of the temporary lull in Legation business to travel to the
interior of Russia. During June he went to Novgorod and Moscow. At the
end of the month he was back at the Legation, refreshed by his vacation,
and ready to make plans for his return home.4

Buchanan’s personal world had changed with astonishing and
sobering rapidity. His sister Harriet had married without even telling him
in advance, and he chided her for her neglect. I felt toward you both as a
father & as a brother. ... Do not for a moment suppose that I am offended;
I am only disappointed. I confess I did not feel very anxious that you
should be married. This indifference was no doubt partly selfish. I had
often indulged the hope that we might spend the evening of our days
together in my family.”#® His youngest brother, Edward, had joined the
ministry largely to gratify the hope of his mother that one of her children
should be a clergyman. He, too, had married. He did not mention the
girl, though James later learned it was Ann Eliza Foster of Pittsburgh,
whose brother was the young song writer, Stephen Collins Foster.”

His favorite brother, George, a brilliant young lawyer with whom
James had hoped to share practice, had died of tuberculosis. In July,
just before leaving St. Petersburg, he received the news that his mother
had died two months earlier. His best drinking crony in Lancaster, George
Louis Wager, was critically ill. Washington Hopkins, son of his old pre-
ceptor and a close friend, had died. To Reynolds he wrote: “How many
of my friends and acquaintances shall I miss from the social circle after an
absence of less than two short years. . . . Truly this is not our abiding
place.”#

Since he was to return much earlier than he had expected,
Buchanan now turned his thoughts to his private business. During his
absence Reynolds and Sample had managed his estate well. They had
bought a house for him in Lancaster; it was the former home of Robert
Coleman. *Although I do not think it was a great bargain,” he wrote to
Reynolds, *I feel as much indebted to you & the Doctor as if you had got
it cheaper.™?

Reynolds reported that he had banked $12,268 from Buchanan’s
local enterprises: about $5,000 interest from investments such as bonds,
mortgages, and loans and the rest from the collection of debts. He had
purchased several properties for investment and had finally sold the Sterrett
Gap property for $6,500. Furthermore, he had paid for the Coleman estate
and insured it. Financially, it had been a fairly good year for Buchanan.

Buchanan had his last audience at Peterhoff on Monday, August 5,
1833. Of this occasion he wrote that the Emperor “bade me adieu—and
embraced and saluted me according to the Russian custom—a ceremony
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for which I was wholly unprepared, and which I had not anticipated. Whilst
we were taking leave, he told me to tell General Jackson to send him
another Minister exactly like myself. He wished for no better . . . Thus
has my mission terminated.”*0
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RETURN FROM RUSSIA

Buchanan took a tour of the Continent on his way home, travelling by
steamboat from St. Petersburg to Lubeck, then to Hamburg, Amsterdam,
the Hague, Brussels, Paris, London, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Belfast, Dublin,
and at last to Liverpool for passage to Philadelphia. At Hamburg he
visited for several days with Henry Wheaton, the international lawyer,
before starting his tour of the Low Countries and the Rhine Valley. “Al-
though not given to ecstasies,” he wrote, “I felt a little romantic in descend-
ing the Rhine. . . . I never took much to the Rhenish until I got into its
native country. There I became acclimated to it & now feel that the taste
will accompany me through life. But I have some talent in this line.”

In Paris he had to resume the role of an active diplomat for he
discovered that he was the only American Minister in western Europe and,
with a threat of war on the horizon, he had to act as spokesman for his
country. Lafayette called on him, and the French Foreign Minister, the
Duke de Broglie, sought him out, as did Count Pozzo di Borgo, Russian
Ambassador at Paris.?

De Broglie expressed his regret that there had been unpleasantness
over the recent claims dispute and hoped that the French Chamber of
Deputies would soon appropriate funds to meet the provisions of the
American Treaty and terminate the difficulty. Count Borgo of Russia made
fun of the French—*a turbulent and restless people.” Buchanan should
sit in on some sessions of the Chamber of Deputies—*“They were like cats,
all in a passion, and all making a noise, and afterwards laughing; wholly
unfit for liberty.” They wanted Napoleon and glory again, not liberty3
In case of war, the central Europeans would stick together; there was no
telling what would happen with England and France except that England
would try to raid neutral commerce and set up illegal blockades. He hoped
the United States would not stand for such nonsense. Buchanan agreed
and reminded him that this was the object of the maritime treaty he had
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tried to negotiate. The very reason why it was refused, replied Borgo. It
would have been an obvious attack by Russia on England; would have set
her aflame, possibly have been a trigger for the very war all were trying

to avoid.
In London, Buchanan found himself in the heart of European

power politics. All the members of the London Conference to settle the
fate of Belgium were still in residence. At dinner at Prince Lieven's in
the Russian embassy he sat with Talleyrand of France, Esterhazy of Austria,
Biilow of Prussia and Lord Palmerston of Britain. Talleyrand, in conver-
sation later, asked him about the family of Alexander Hamilton and told
him the story of the day Aaron Burr had sent up his card. *I returned the
card,” said Talleyrand, ““with a message that I had the portrait of General
Hamilton hanging up in my parlor.”™

Buchanan conferred and dined with Palmerston and found him
unusually interested in promoting friendly relations between England and
the United States. Esterhazy and Biilow assured Buchanan that their
governments hoped soon to open diplomatic relations with the Americans.
“Qur position in the world is now one of much importance,” he wrote to
Jackson. “Indeed, the freedom and friendship with which I have been
treated everywhere are an evidence of the high character of our Country
abroad.”®

Buchanan finally journeyed to the Emerald Isle where he visited
the home of his ancestors at Ramelton. “There I sinned much in the
article of hot whiskey toddy which they term punch,” he wrote to Reynolds.
*The Irish women are delightful.”®

The autumn passage of the North Atlantic gave Buchanan some
time to reflect upon recent events and his political prospects. He had gone
to St. Petersburg as a used-up politician and was returning something of a
hero. Though a tyro in diplomacy he had, with a little practical common
sense, knowledge, and downright honesty, met successfully on their own
ground the most adroit and skillful politicians in the world. The emperors
and empresses, the dukes and counts, the chancellors and ministers who
wore the medals and ribbons seemed to him not much better informed than
he was. For the first time in his life he began to think seriously about the
presidency. Why not? He could do it.”

DEMORALIZED DEMOCRATS

The politics of Pennsylvania had changed during Buchanan’s absence.
After he had pulled out of the vice-presidential race, Senators Wilkins and
Dallas had jumped into the contest and got the endorsement of the Penn-
sylvania convention in 1832. Van Buren, in ten ballots at Harrisburg,
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never received more than 4 out of 132 votes® But at the national Demo-
cratic Convention at Baltimore in May, Pennsylvania’s entire block of 30
votes went to Van Buren. Simon Cameron took credit for this astonishing
defiance of the instructions of the state convention. I had more enjoy-
ment,” he told Buchanan, by pestering the folks at Harrisburg, until they
actually swallowed the dose of Van Burenism, than I ever had in anything
connected with politics.”® Dallas and Wilkins completed their downfall
by voting in the Senate for a recharter of the Bank of the United States.
After Jackson’s veto of the recharter bill, and his triumphant re-election
with Van Buren as vice-president, the political stock of Wilkins, Dallas and
Co. fell to a record low.

Buchanan took it for granted that Van Buren would succeed
Jackson in 1836, but he told Reynolds that he had “some misgivings upon
this subject,” and would remain uncommitted “because I cannot see clearly
the course of duty.” I shall support the candidate of the party who may
be regularly nominated,” he said. “To Mr. V. B. I have no personal
objection.”0

Pennsylvania deserved a Cabinet post as reward for her steady
support of Jackson, but the internal politics of the state made it more
difficult than ever to find the right man. Jackson made the Treasury post
available, but he would not have Wilkins or Dallas and was dubious about
Buchanan. Buchanan, on his part, gave no chance for a rejection when he
learned his name was under discussion, writing that he would not for a
moment accept *“a Department so thankless, so laborious & so perplexing
as that of the Treas.”’! He did not want to be the agent to destroy the
Bank of the United States. The president eventually appointed William J.
Duane of Philadelphia, a friend of Van Buren, who was not deeply involved
in the state power struggle.

Buchanan considered himself lucky to have been out of Congress
during 1832 and 1833. The violent controversies over nullification and
the Bank had battered the fortunes of many legislators, especially those
from Pennsylvania. The folks back home, with careless illogic, wanted
the Bank rechartered, and their hero, Old Andy, re-elected—an easy
combination for a backwoods farmer to vote for but a devilish hard program
for a Congresaman to live with at Washington. The Bank vote was a test,
there; any friend of the Bank was an enemy of Jackson.

Buchanan wanted to be a Senator and therefore had to clarify his
stand on the Bank and nullification. He told Jackson that he was pleased
with the Bank veto, but added that he had been “inclined to be friendly to
the recharter of the Bank of the United States.” He promised to vote for
no Bank bill that did not remedy the objections raised in the veto message.*

South Carolina’s Ordinance of Nullification of November 24,
1832, declaring the tariff laws of 1828 and 1832 “null, void, and no law,”
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threw the nation into a panic. One of Buchanan’s friends wrote: “I am
firmly of the opinion rebellion will be the order of the day, accompanied by
all its horrors.” Duff Green was calling for recourse to the sword, and
tempers were so inflamed that it was “indeed time for the people seriously
to think of a civil war.” Secretary of State Louis McLane reported that
there was good reason to believe that the southerners were planning to set
up a separate confederacy.!®

Buchanan considered the nullification doctrine “against both the
letter & spirit of the Constitution, as well as absurd in itself.” He was not
so sure about the question of secession; that problem was shrouded in
*shadows, clouds & darkness.” He had no sympathy for South Carolina
in this nullification affair, but he would stand on his principle of strict con-
struction and would not go along with some of his friends in toasting
resolutions to a consolidated government.” The question of secession, he
feared, would “be the touchstone of the party for the next twenty years.”
Secession was much more reasonable than nullification; it was no half-baked
measure, but it meant revolution and dissolution of the nation. For this
very reason Buchanan felt the fear of it would tend to destroy sectional
parties, since no party would openly stand for war on the government.}

In Pennsylvania, George Wolf, who had been re-elected governor
in 1832, wanted to keep on good terms with the national Administration.
This meant he could no longer favor Wilkins and Dallas, both of whom had
discredited themselves by supporting the Bank and opposing Van Buren.
Dallas’s short term as senator was about to expire, and all through the
spring of 1833 the State Legislature had been balloting in vain to try to
choose his successor. Dallas himself had no chance. Governor Wolf
supported one of his cabinet, Samucl McKean, but he could not muster a
majority partly because Buchanan’s friends had lambasted McKean, de-
spite Buchanan’s intimation that no senator could be elected in opposition to
the Governor. Finally the Legislature adjourned without naming a senator
and postponed the decision until the next session in December 1833.1

Buchanan'’s friends worked hard for him. Had he been at home
during the spring, they said, he would surely have won. To such letters,
Buchanan replied that he could probably not win and did not much care;
his public career was finished, and he was concerned only about what to do
after his return, “To recommence the practice of the law in Lancaster
would not be very agreeable. If my attachments for that place as well as
my native state were not so strong, I should have no difficulty in arriving
at a conclusion. I would at once go either to New York or Baltimore; and
even if I should ever desire to rise to political distinction, I believe I could
do it sooner in the latter place than in any part of Pennsylvania. What do
you think of the project?”’” It was quite obvious what his political
managers would think of it. They would think that they had better get
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busy and line up the votes for that senatorship, or they would lose a good
meal ticket. They went to work at the Fourth of July party barbecues
where they proposed toasts to Buchanan for U. S. senator, for vice-president
and, as George Plitt reported, even “for the Presidency itself.””®

The “Susquehanna” docked in Philadelphia on November 24,
1833. A crowd of friends met Buchanan at the gangplank, escorted him
to his quarters, and explained the details for a homecoming celebration—
a huge $5-a-plate dinner that night. Dallas and his friends had refused to
attend, but nonetheless the banquet hall was jammed.*®

The balloting for senator would be renewed on December 7. That
left two weeks for work. Simon Cameron, electioneering like a demon in
Harrisburg, reported that he had drummed up thirty sure votes against
McKean and thought that the Legislature would concentrate, after a few
ballots, on Buchanan, but Buchanan remained fairly certain that McKean
would win. The results of the election caused considerable astonishment.
McKean was elected on the third ballot by a majority of 74 out of 130 votes,
while Buchanan polled only five votes. There was more here than met the
eye. The day before, Cameron asserted he had 43 votes promised against
McKean, which were presumably to go to Buchanan. It was quite clear
that Buchanan himself insisted that he did not want to tangle with the Wolf
Administration at this moment.?

Between his return from Russia and the election, Buchanan had
been to Washington to talk to the president. Jackson wanted Wolf and
Buchanan to work together. The party needed them both; a split between
them would throw Pennsylvania to the anti-Masons. Buchanan would get
his chance later, for Jackson said he planned to send William Wilkins to
Russia leaving the senatorship vacant, and Buchanan would then succeed
Wilkins in Washington.?! Buchanan knew this before McKean’s election.
He wrote to one of his backers: *Mr. Wilkins will soon obtain an Executive
appointment. . . . I must be greatly mistaken if in that event I should not
be elected to the Senate without difficulty.” *‘All’s well at Harrisburg,”
he concluded. “The party are firm & decided in support of Gen. Jackson’s
administration & in opposition to the Bank."??

The picture was clear. The Pennsylvania Senators who had
voted for the Bank would be out, the anti-Bank men in; the State Adminis-
tration would be at peace with the Buchanan party, and both groups
reconciled to Van Buren. What could be a happier prospect for the
election of 1836? Buchanan would join McKean in the Senate and stood
a good chance for the vice-presidential nomination. Much as the Pennsyl-
vania voters had formerly resented Van Buren, a union of Wolf and
Buchanan in support of him should bring his opponents into the fold=

99



JAMES BUCHANAN

SENATOR BUCHANAN

The year 1834 proved a busy one for Buchanan. He furnished and moved
into the house where he had so often visited Ann Coleman. At night he
lay awake thinking about the past and imagining what might have been.
Damn the whole episode, he thought. They had both acted like lunatics.
He still had Ann’s letters tied in a packet with silk ribbon, but he wished
sometimes that he could forget about their courtship and its aftermath.
Now he had to find someone to take care of his house. For a while he had
part-time servants, but he anticipated a tour of duty in Washington before
long and wanted a permanent and trustworthy caretaker. He often ate his
meals at the old White Swan Hotel on the town square. The proprietor,
had a niece, Esther Parker, who was helping around the inn that summer.
She had just turned 28, was clean, neat, happy in disposition, and a fine
cook and housekeeper. Buchanan mentioned that he was looking for
someone to manage his establishment at 42 East King Street and was a
little surprised when Parker asked if he would consider Esther, or Miss
Hetty, as he called her, for the job.2*

Buchanan talked to the girl and set up a tentative arrangement:
she should stay at the White Swan but work part-time at the King Street
house during the summer and fall. If he should be elected to the Senate
they would then decide whether she would take a permanent position as
housekeeper, in which case he would, of course, expect her to move in, for
he would be away most of the time and wanted the house occupied in his
absence and ready for him on quick trips home.?®

In the course of the summer he visited Washington, Philadelphia,
Harrisburg, and New York. He also went to see his sister Jane, now
Mis. Elliott T. Lane, at Mercersburg, and while there inspected the grave-
stones for his mother and brother George at nearby Spring Grove Cemetery.
After a stop at Bedford Springs, he made a trip to Greensburg and saw his
sister Harriet who had married the Reverend Robert Henry. There
Buchanan learned to his dismay that Henry's family in Sheperdstown,
Virginia, owned two slaves, This was political dynamite, and he lost no
time in informing his brother-in-law that he wanted to buy those slaves
into freedom. Buchanan drew up a deed of transfer, known as a "deed of
complete emancipation” in Virginia, and a “deed of conditional manu-
mission” in Pennsylvania, providing for the sale of Daphne Cook, aged 22,
and Ann Cook, aged 5, by Ann D. Henry to James Buchanan, under the
provisos that they should leave Virginia, that Daphne should give service
to Buchanan for seven years and then become free, a8 provided in Penn.
sylvania law; and that Ann should be bound until the age of 28—seven
years past the age of maturity. Terms of the sale were to be arranged later.
Anyway, thought Buchanen, this might help to solve his house-servant
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problem28 He found sister Harriet in poor health but rejoicing in her
infant son, James Buchanan Henry.

At Pittsburgh he called on his loyal political manager, David
Lynch, a hard-drinking, hard-hitting son of the canal-digging Irish, who
had worked his way into politics by outroaring and outfighting the opposi-
tion. Davy was not much appreciated by Pittsburgh society, but he
rounded up votes whenever they were needed. He was postmaster now,
and doing well in every respect except that of getting the mail delivered.
Buchanan then visited his sister Maria and her husband, Dr. Yates, in
Meadville and his brother Edward who had moved there with his new wife,
Eliza Foster.

About this time Buchanan became involved in some kind of a
romantic affair which, like most of his episodes with women, remains more
of a mystery than a story. It centered at 518 Walnut Street, Philadelphia,
the home of his friend Thomas Kittera. With Kittera lived his widowed
mother, his sister Ann, and three young girls all of whom had lost their
mothers in infancy. Two of them were Kittera’s own nieces, Mary Kittera
Snyder and Elizabeth Michael Snyder, children of his dead sister and
“Handsome John” Snyder, a son of former Governor Simon Snyder.
Grandmother Kittera and Aunt Ann had taken charge of these children
after their mother’s death in 1821. The third child living at the Kittera’s
was Elizabeth Huston, the daughter of Buchanan’s sister Sarah, who bad
died in 1825. James at that time had made arrangements for the Huston
baby to be raised by his friends, among girls her own age.

Whether Buchanan became attached to Aunt Ann or to Mary
Snyder remains an unsolved puzzle. There seem to be no letters extant
between Buchanan and either of them, but there are a number of letters
from Buchanan to Thomas Kittera which end with such cryptic statements
as “be particular in giving my love to my intended,” or refer to “my
portion of the world’s goods,” or to that part of the family “in which I feel
a peculiar interest.” Even from such crumbs of evidence one can discern
that the affair in progress had little mark of the divine passion. Rather,
Buchanan’s life-long friendship with all of the Kitteras suggests a marriage
of convenience in the making, and probably with Mary when she became
a few years older.?

The election of United States Senator to replace William Wilkins
would be held on December 6, 1834. Buchanan, apparently, believed he
had this under control for he did little open electioneering and stayed out
of Harrisburg. Cameron was on hand acting as manager, but it is probable
that Governor Wolf’s known approval of Buchanan was the more effective
force.

The anti-Masons backed Amos Ellmaker; the Whigs put up
Joseph Lawrence; the Wolf Administration supported Buchanan; and the
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Philadelphia Dallas faction used Joel B. Sutherland as its man to block
Buchanan’s election. If the anti-Masons and Whigs had been able to
work together they could easily have elected a senator, but they found it
impossible to cooperate. Buchanan got 25 votes on the first ballot, 42 on
the second, 58 on the third, and a winning majority of 66, on the fourth
and final vote. The large scattering of Democrats came over to Buchauan
after it was clear that none of the others could win; but Sutherland held
back until the very end, true to the Eleventh Hour tradition, and then
threw his votes to the last remaining Buchanan competitor within his own
party. Nothing was to be gained by the move. It simply demonstrated
spectacularly that the Philadelphia City group would not bend the knee to
anyone, be it Jackson, Wolf, or Buchanan.

There was one problem of the senatorship about which Buchanan
worried a great deal. It had placed Wilkins and Dallas in an impossible
situation, and it would plague any Pennsylvania senator as long as there
was serious discussion in Washington of the tariff, the Bank, and the
slavery issues. How could a senator work with the natienal Administration
and with his own State Legislature when these two took opposite views on
a particular bill, especially if the vote on it was made a party test at Washing-
ton or at Harrisburg?

Buchanan told the committee of the Legislature which informed
him of his election that he held the right of instruction to be sacred. "If
it did not exist,” he said, “the servant would be superior to his master.™
He would cither obey instructions from the State Legislature or resign,
but in giving a vote against his own judgment, he continued, "T act merely
as their agent. The responsibility is theirs, not mine.”™*® In rare instanees,
however, he might question whether the instructions of the Legislature
did in fact represent the public will, and in such a case he would try to
speak for the people. He wanted to make his position very clear on the
instruction doctrine, for if the anti-Masons got control of the State Legis-
lature they would certainly try to embarrass him by ordering him to vote
against all the Democratic measures.

This statement, he thought, protected him all around. When he
voted with the national party under instruction, he could take the credit;
when he voted against it under instruction, he could pass the buck to the
State Legislature; when the issue was extremely obscure, he could do what
he pleased by challenging the Legislature’s interpretation of the public will;
and if matters were hopeless, he could resign on principle without the
appearance of losing his temper. “Be wise as the serpent and harmless as
the dove.” He hoped this set of rules conformed to the maxim.

The following week he went to Harrisburg with Cameron and had
a high time. “No man has ever left Harrisburg under more favorable
auspices,” wrote Cameron. Back in Lancaster Buchanan went to the
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Swan Hotel and engaged Miss Hetty as housekeeper. He then began to
pack and to make final arrangements for the winter’s absence. He called
on his brother Edward who had just moved from Meadville to a new charge,
the Protestant Episcopal Church in Leacock Township, Lancaster County,
stopped in Philadelphia for a short visit to his “intended” at the Kitteras’
and then hastened on to Washington.

On December 15, he appeared in the Senate, a cozy, clublike body
in 1834. Buchanan had served with a good many of its members when
they had been colleagues in the House. The desks surrounded the speaker’s
rostrum in concentric half-circles, the fireplaces were spaced evenly around
the back wall, the small semicircular visitors’ gallery was set above the
main floor like boxes in a theater, and the red velvet drapes and mural
paintings created an atmosphere at once elegant and intimate.

Van Buren presided with confidence, urbanity, and good humor.
Buchanan’s friend, Webster and his tormentor, Clay, sat on the other side
of the chamber with their Whig colleagues: Ewing of Ohio, Frelinghuysen
and Southard of New Jersey, Clayton of Delaware, and many others—too
many; the Whigs had a majority. Among the Democrats were Benton of
Missouri, Silas Wright of New York, W. R. King of Alabama, Felix Grundy
of Tennessee, John Tyler of Virginia, McKean from Pennsylvania, and
Calhoun. The latter had changed in many ways. No one was sure what
party he belonged to—he had made a peculiar one for himself based on that
“peculiar institution,” the South. He no longer looked or acted like a
favored presidential aspirant.

Buchanan realized that despite his original disappointment with
the Russian Mission it had been a lucky break for him, for the United
States in the period of his absence had been through violent political
storms. 'The Senate had made war on Jackson, and the Hero had carried
it into their own country. Buchanan considered himself fortunate in not
getting the senatorial seat in 1833, when he would have had to vote for the
resolution censuring Jackson in response to the instructions of the State
Legislature. That act would have finished him; it ruined Wilkins, and
made McKean powerless to promote patronage. But the main fight seemed
now to be over.

Buchanan analyzed the political future in these terms. A
Democrat had to be a Jacksonian, and that meant also being a follower of
Van Buren. He had to give up all hopes for salvage of the Bank, and fight
its recharter to the death. Pennsylvanians would not like to do this, but
they could risk the demise of the Bank better than the hatred of Old Andy.
The opposition, while seeming to unite under a new party name, the Whigs,
was still disorganized; in fact, its main unity lay simply in hatred of Jackson
himself. When he left the scene, the Whig party would disintegrate, and
the Democrats were bound to win unless they foolishly permitted them-
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selves to fall apart. If they could bury some of their local grudges and
work together, their party was certain to control for years to come.

Buchanan wanted a part of that control; if possible, the most
important part. He analyzed his duty logically, and proceeded to business.
He had to support Jackson in the Senate undeviatingly. He would have to
overcome the widespread hatred of Pennsylvanians for Van Buren. That
would be more difficult but not impossible, for most politicians knew how
their bread was buttered. He had to bring to a conclusion the Pennsylvania
feud between the Amalgamators and the other Democrats. He had made
his peace with Wolf, and had seen the Ingham-Dallas-Wilkins faction lose
its influence, but there was still trouble in his own back yard. Henry A.
Muhlenberg, his choice as successor to Barnard as a partner in control,
had been flying the track. His friends thought he should have had the
senatorship but, having sacrificed that to Buchanan, they felt that he surely
Ought to replace Wolf as governor in 1835. This would be fatal, for the
Wolf-Buchanan team had just been brought firmly into Jackson's con-
fidence. If Muhlenberg could wait until 1838, he and Buchanan could cut
the whole cake. If not, well, God knew what the result would be.
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THE WOLVES AND THE MULES

After Buchanan’s election to the Senate, many of his friends urged him to
consummate the destruction of the Family party and to consolidate his
triumph by ousting Wolf from the governorship and installing his own man,
Henry A. Muhlenberg. Muhlenberg was ready for it. Most of the Amal-
gamators were ready for it. But Buchanan knew that the times were not
ready. Governor Wolf after two terms in office had too much strength both
in Harrisburg and in Washington to give up without a struggle, and in a
fight he had this advantage: control of the county officeholders. The
sensible course was to permit Wolf to fill his constitutional term and then,
in 1838, let Muhlenberg succeed him as head of a united Democracy. It
would be foolish to ‘try to replace him in 1835 at the cost of a split party.
But to convince the Muhlenberg enthusiasts that they should adopt the
long-range plan was a different matter.

Buchanan tried to reconcile the contesting factions by bringing
both parties to higher ground where they could agree. To this end he wrote
letter after letter to friends all over the state, wrging that the key factor
should be loyalty to Van Buren. He fathered the idea that a resolution
should be presented to Democratic members of the State Legislature, prior
to the March 4 nominating convention, pledging, positive support of
Van Bhren for the presidency. This proposal, be hoped, would focus
attention on the larger aims of the party and provide a platform on which
all could stand. And if they could agree to one thing, maybe they could
reach an agreement on others. The scheme might have worked if precisely
the right person had introduced the Van Buren resolution, but a staunch
pro-Muhlenberg partisan brought it to the floor. Wolf’s friends immedi-
ately sensed an attack on the governor and for this reason defeated it,
though they wrote to Buchanan afterward assuring him that they had acted
only from local motives and thought highly of Van Buren,!
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No further conciliatory efforts were made, due to shortage of
time; and the county meetings held for the purpose of selecting convention
delegates became scenes of heated controversy and factional recrimination.
In many counties the “Wolves” and the “Mules,” as the rival partisans
were called, held separate party conclaves and sent opposing delegations
to Harrisburg where, for the first three days, each group contested the
other’s right to be seated. At length practically everyone was admitted.
As soon as the delegates were accredited, the Mules won a close decision
to adjourn the meeting and to reconvene at Lewistown on May 6. They
hoped, by delaying and moving the convention out of Harrisburg, to
improve their chances. But the Wolf minority remained in session and
renominated the governor on March 7. The Mules met as scheduled, and
placed their man officially in the race. Thus the schism was hopelessly
widened. Two Democrats were going to run for the governorship, each with
strong backing and each protesting loyalty to Buchanan and Van Buren.

Buchanan tried again. In a letter to Jacob Kern, Speaker of the
State Senate, he urged the retirement of both candidates and the call for a
new convention. Instead of easing the tension, this suggestion aggravated
it, and both factions now tried to win Buchanan's support. The Mules
promised to back him for the vice-presidency if he would come out for
them, but he refused. “Will you forsake your friends.” Muhlenberg wrote
him, “‘and go over to your enemies who are only waiting opportunity to cut
your throat?”? Wolf, on his part, gratified Buchanan by appeinting
Thomas Kittera to a judgeship.®

After the formal nomination of Muhlenberg, Buchanan stated
that he would vote for Wolf but would take no part whatever in the canvass.
If Muhlenberg drew enough votes from the anti-Masons, Buchanan had
weak hopes that Wolf might be elected, but his best guess wax that the
anti-Masonic candidate, Joseph Ritner, would win. When rumors began
to circulate that Van Buren was pulling strings to help Muhlenberg,
Buchanan counselled noninterference. "I have been defending little Van
on this point everywhere,” he wrote. “Those who know him will feel at
once how ridiculous the charge is. . . . There shoulll be a studied neutrality
in Washington.”™

Shortly after the Muhlenberg convention at Lewistown, the
national nominating convention of the Democratic party met at Baltimore.
Everyone knew that Jackson intended Martin Van Buren to succeed him
as president. In fact he suggested that if no other way were open to
accomplish this, he might resign before his term had expired, and person-
ally put in Little Van. But Jackson’s increasingly dictatorial handling of
national problems had caused wholesale secession from his party, and his
attempt to hand-pick his successor did nothing to quiet the anger of his
former friends. Instead of the *'Old Hero,” he now became “King Andrew.”
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The Baltimore Convention was called a year early, at the presi-
dent’s request, in order to get Van Buren’s name in front of the people
before other candidates had a chance to build an organization. Pennsyl-
vania, as expected, sent 60 delegates, 30 Mules and 30 Wolves, all of whom
backed Van Buren. After adopting the two-thirds rule, in order to achieve
a “more imposing effect,” the convention proceeded unanimously to
nominate Van Buren for president. Col. Richard M. Johnson of Kentucky
received the vice-presidential nomination. Buchanan wrote to Van Buren
during the Baltimore convention: “My opinion is that the division in our
party will make Ritner Governor; but that will not seriously affect the
Presidential election. . . . The friends of Muhlenberg in our party, are
almost to a man your sincere and devoted friends. So is a very large
majority of the friends of Wolf.””®

In the election for Governor of Pennsylvania in October, 1835,
Ritner received 94,023 votes; Wolf, 65,801; and Muhlenberg, 40,586. The
combination of Whigs and anti-Masons elected 76 of the 100 members of
the State Assembly and captured six of the eight senatorial vacancies.
Although the Democrats had enough “holdovers” in the Senate to give
them a small majority in that body, it was a thumping defeat all round.
It was a bitter lesson, but probably the only kind that could chasten the
selfishness and jealousy that pervaded both factions. They were all out
of jobs now—Wolf, Muhlenberg, and all their friends and partisans; they
would stay out of office until they swallowed their pride, shook hands, and
began working for their party again. Buchanan resisted the temptation
to say, “'I told you so.” He had a job, to be sure, but not for long. In
December 1836, the Legislature would ballot again to fill his senatorial
post for another term.

THE ELECTION OF 1836

James Buchanan always did things the slow way, the hard way, the sure way.
He had no talent for the sudden devastating move, the brilliant stroke, the
daring gamble, or the quick quip which by-passed a problem in a gale of
laughter. He did not try to change his own position or to give new meaning
and direction to the Pennsylvania Democracy. He began laboriously to
rebuild his power from the bottom up, starting again in Lancaster County.

The usual Democratic state convention would be held on March 4,
1836, at Harrisburg to determine the composition of the electoral ticket
for the presidential vote in the fall. For a time it looked as if the Wolves
and Mules would each run separate sets of electors, for each faction per-
sisted in holding its own county meetings, but Buchanan persuaded the
Wolf meeting in Lancaster, for the sake of conciliation, to endorse the idea
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of placing pro-Muhlenberg electors on the ticket from the eight Congres.
sional districts in which Muhlenberg had recently polled a majority. The
Mules had their general meeting scheduled for January 8 when they in-
tended to choose an electoral ticket. If they insisted on having none but
their own men as electors and would not acquiesce in a ticket which gave
them representation only in the areas where they had a voting majority,
then they would have to be excluded from the Harrisburg convention
entirely, with a “‘pray, what the Devil brought you here?” “I have told
them,” Buchanan explained to the Wolf managers, “that they have to yield
to the majority. But I hope they will not have to be forced into submission.
It is better to receive them cordially at once, & have an end of it."e

This left it up to the Mules, at their January meeting, to accept
the olive branch and to include on their own proposed ticket the names of
Wolf men in appropriate districts. It was a sane proposal, calculated to
bring out the maximum Van Buren vote in every district by running as
electors the men most popular locally. Buchanan pointed out another
significant reason for adopting this plan. Pennsylvania reformers, after
twenty years of effort, had succeeded in forcing the Legislature to call a
convention to revise the state Constitution of 1790. Delegates to it would
be elected a month before the presidential election of 1836. Unless the
Democrats in each county got together, it was certain that the opposition
would control this convention and, as Buchanan warned, “make sad work
of it.” A single electoral college ticket would help to maintain a united
front among Democrats when they voted for delegates to the constitutional
convention.

Buchanan worked effectively to reunite the Pennsylvania Demo-
crats, but the anti-Masons, especially Governor Ritner and Assemblyman
Thaddeus Stevens, helped even more. The Democracy in Pennsylvania
was so flat on its back that Stevens could not resist the temptation to kick it.
On December 19, 1835, he moved the appointment of 2 legislative com-
mittee *“to investigate the evils of Free Masonry.” This proved a mere
pretext to bring prominent Democrats to the bar of the Legislature and
make them sweat. Ex-governor Wolf, Chief Justice Gibson, George M.
Dallas, Francis Shunk and others were called. Even Buchanan would
probably have had a summons if he had not been in Washington. When
these gentlemen refused to testify, and the crowd applauded Shunk’s
spirited protest against invasion of his civil rights, Stevens thundered the
warning that the gallery itself would be arrested for contempt. The pro-
ceedings were so transparent, so useless, and so vindictive that they
boomeranged against the committee; but even more important, the attack
on the Democrats made them forget some of their own differences and unite
in self-defense. The Whigs were disgusted and threatened to break off
their coalition with the anti-Masons.
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On top of this upheaval came the Bank proposal. Wolf had been
for retrenchment of the huge State canal building program and had urged
taxation to put the state on a firmer financial basis. Governor Ritner now
proposed a repeal of taxes, great extension of the public transportation
system, and the issuing of a State charter for the Bank of the United States
for which the Bank was to pay the State $9,000,000 to be used for internal
improvements.

When the Bank Bill passed the Assembly as expected, it was
assumed that the Democratic majority in the Senate would kill it. But
Nicholas Biddle’s men had done their work well; the Senate passed the
recharter bill on February 15, 1836, with the aid of eight of the leading
Democratic members. One of them had, only a month before, presided at
the Muhlenberg Democratic Convention which adopted resolutions de-
nouncing a recharter of the institution. How the Bank agents persuaded
these men or how much they paid them to turn renegade, no one knows;
but the enormity of their treachery formed the basis of the presidential
canvass in Pennsylvania and proved to be the incident which saved the day
for Van Buren and Buchanan.

Democratic indignation over the arrogant investigation by
Stevens and the recharter of the Bank under circumstances redolent of
bribery paved the way for a reasonably harmonious Democratic meeting on
March 4. Buchanan’s project for a unified electoral ticket was approved,
and the party prepared to spend the next four months taking revenge on
the anti-Masons and assailing the Bank as a monster even more hideous
than Jackson had painted it.

Buchanan turned down an invitation to speak to the Democratic
mass meeting at Harrisburg on the 4th of July for the Senate remained in
session beyond this date, but he did send along a vigorous anti-Bank speech.
The approaching struggle in Pennsylvania, he concluded, “would be a
struggle for life or death. The Democracy must either triumph over the
Bank, or the Bank will crush the Democracy.”

The Bank issue grew so hot that Buchanan had to modify some
of his personal arrangements to keep himself clear of attack. The transfer
of treasury funds from the U. S. Bank to other selected institutions led to
a scramble among bankers for a share of the money. “I have refused in
every instance to interfere in obtaining public Deposits for any Bank,” he
wrote to an applicant. I have been repeatedly & strongly urged upon
this subject from different quarters and have always given the same answer.
If as & Senator it would have been improper for me to interfere in behalf of
other banks in which I had no stock—how much more so would it be in the
case of the Harrisburg Bank? When the question of the distribution of
the public deposits was before Congress, I sold out my stock in the Man-
hattan Bank—a large Depository—at a very great sacrifice.”®
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In the October elections the people of Pennsylvania gave a re-
sounding rebuke to the Legislature which had rechartered the Bank; only
18 old members were returned. Of 72 Democrats elected. 63 were new-
comers. But the vote on delegates to the Constitutional Convention told a
different story. Of 133 delegates elected, 66 were Democrats, 66 Whig-
anti-Masons, and one an independent with Whig leanings. It was a split
right down the middle which carried with it a serious threat to the presi-
dential prospects of Van Buren in the national election in November.

The Constitutional Convention, with a majority of one on the
Whig side, would undoubtedly adopt an amendment abolishing offices for
life. This measure would jeopardize the position of every justice of the
peace in the state, and make his tenure dependent upon current politics.
As this provision would undoubtedly go into effect before the end of the
Ritner Administration, it would probably be used to eliminate any J. P.’s
who had been leaders in Van Buren’s cause. So, at least, they thought in
the panic of the moment. For this reason these key leaders in the little
communities, almost all of them Democrats, hung hack. When the
November vote was counted, Pennsylvania brought in not the 15.000
majority for Van Buren which Buchanan had predicted, but a thin 2,183
out of nearly 200,000 votes cast. Had these votes gone the other way,
Pennsylvania’s electoral college votes would have heen lost to Van Buren,
and that would have thrown the election into the House.

Now that Van Buren had won, Buchanan had his own future to
worry about. In three weeks the new State Legislature would ballot to fill
his place in the Senate. He wrote to Van Buren that he would have
Muhlenberg as his opponent, a wholly unexpected turn of events, for
Muhlenberg in October had publicly announced that he favored Buchanan.
The Bank men had manipulated the change by flattering Muhlenberg and
offering him their support, though their real purpose was to keep the
Democrats divided.?

Buchanan was furious with Muhlenberg. Could he not see that
there was no conceivable prospect of party victory in the future except by
re-union? Wolf had been voted out, but his partisans remained active and
important and would never ally with the Bank crowd. Buchanan’s friends
held the same view. Muhlenberg commanded one-third of a minority
‘party in Pennsylvania, and a poor third at that. llis strongest supporters
were those apostate Democrats who had voted for the State recharter of
the Bank, men who cared nothing about Muhlenberg except as a pawn to
keep alive the fight among the Democrats. And this was the man Buchanan
had picked as a partner three years ago! Well, sufficient unto the day. . ..

Muhlenberg saw another picture. Berks was the strongest
Democratic county in the state. A few years before, the Democrats of
Berks and Lancaster combined were polling so large a vote that a union
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might well have commanded control of the party. Since Lancaster had
gone over to anti-Masonry and the Bank, Buchanan could not even poll a
majority in his own county, but nevertheless he sat in the Senate. Ex-
Governor Wolf had been named Comptroller of the U. S. Treasury. Muhlen-
berg, who kept his county strong for the party, had received nothing but
requests to stand aside, first in the contest for governor, and now in the
campaign for Senator. Why should he not get his share? Why should
Buchanan continue to have the glory, and others trail along with mere
promises for the future, probably as hollow as those made in the past?
The legislators at Harrisburg, however, snuffed out the Muhlen-
berg hopes. The Whigs and anti-Masons could make no headway in
promoting a coalition to elect him and failed in their effort to force a
postponement of the election. Finally, they gave up. The two houses met
and quickly re-elected James Buchanan to the Senate by a party vote.l?

RELATIONS WITH VAN BUREN

Buchanan found it a pleasant relief to get back to the Senate. He now had
a job for six more years and, for the first time in a decade, could make some
solid plans. He sought out his friend Senator William R. King of Alabama
and they arranged for lodgings together. The usual talk about the sterling
character of “southern gentlemen” caused a good deal of amusement
among northerners, but if anyone merited respect for his personal qualities,
it was King. He would now be vice-president if the party had heeded
Buchanan’s advice, but because of a nonelection by the Electoral College,
the Democrats would probably wind up with Col. Richard M. Johnson, a
profligate from Kentucky who lived with a mulatto and gave northerners
good reason to sneer at southern pretensions to gentility. King presently
sat as president, pro tempore, of the Senste. Washington had begun to
refer to him and Buchanan as “the Siamese twins.”!!

Shortly after his re-election, Buchanan became involved in a
debate on the admission of Michigan to statehood. The dispute concerned
a constitutional question as to the proper mode of calling a state conven-
tion. Senator Calhoun challenged the validity of a Michigan Constitutional
Convention which had met at the suggestion of Congress and without prior
sanction of the State Legislature. Calhoun asserted that the action of the
convention was a nullity.

Because it was a partisan matter, the discussion of the Michigan
issue ranged far and wide, bringing in eventually Pennsylvania’s recharter
of the U. S. Bank. What would happen, a Senator asked Buchanan, if the
constitutional convention now preparing to meet in Pennsylvania should
determine that the state charter recently awarded to the Bank was a nullity?
Would not this be breach of contract? On this subject Senator Morris of
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Obio introduced a letter from George M. Dallas stating that the Pennsyl-
vania convention should repeal the Bank charter. Morris called this advice
“incendiary,” “‘revolutionary,” and ‘calculated to excite the people to
rise up in rebellion against the laws.” It attacked the United States
Constitution which guaranteed the sanctity of contracts.

Had Buchanan been a mere ward heeler he would have sat back
to relish this attack on his hated enemy; had he been vindictive, he could
have found ways to turn the knife in the wound, but his objectives were
larger than these. For years be had been trying to patch up the broken
Democracy of Pennsylvania, and for years Dallas had been the primary
impediment to union. Now he saw a chance, quite accidentally, to put
Dallas in his debt. Jumping to the defense, he demolished the arguments
of Morris.

*“Mr. Dallas never did assert that the convention about to be held
in Pennsylvania will possess any power to violate the constitution of the
United States,” he began. “Why, sir, such propositions would be rank
nullification; and although I never had the pleasure of being on intimate
terms with Mr. Dallas, I can venture to assert that he. . .is opposed to this
political heresy. . . . No, Sir; Mr. Dallas has expressly referred to the
Supreme Court of the United States as the tribunal which must finally
decide whether the convention possesses the power to repeal the bank
charter.” But what, asked Calhoun, if the Supreme Court upheld the
Bank in such a litigation? “I can tell the Senator from South Carolina,”
rejoined Buchanan, “‘that we shall never resort to nullification as the
rightful remedy.”?

Buchanan’s vigorous defense of Dallas brought & prompt message
from the latter expressing his “warm personal thanks” and 2 wish “to
cultivate greater intimacy.” Buchanan replied on the same day that he
was "“not only willing, but anxious” to let bygones be bygones and to
become friends.” The exchange marked the point at which Buchanan, for
the first time in his life, became the acknowledged leader of the state
Democracy and fountsinhead of federal patronage for Pennsylvania.

Unfortunately, a good many Pennsylvania Democrats now
favored the Bank, higher tariff rates, extension of internal improvements
and other anti-Jacksonian policies; hence the slim Van Buren majority of
the previous November. To ignore these people in the patronage distribu-
tion would further damage the Democracy in Pennsylvania; to get jobs
for them would be the task of a magician. Wilkins, who had the stature
for an important office, had ruined his chances by running for vice-president
against the winning ticket. Cameron had frankly joined the friends of
the Bank. Dallas, though no longer a Calhoun partisan, had voted to
recharter the Bank and still acted as one of its solicitors. To promote Wolf
or Muhlenberg would only start that old feud anew. Buchanan might take
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a Cabinet post but at the risk of angering the many Pennsylvania Democrats
who thought that he already had taken more than his share of the offices.
Furthermore, if he left the Senate he would invite a new scramble for his
place which the anti-Masons might win.

Buchanan talked with both Jackson and Van Buren, telling them
that Pennsylvania deserved and expected a place in the Cabinet, but he
declined to name his man. If he supposed that he would get a Pennsylvania
appointment by this course, he was destined to disappointment. I fear
from what I have heard,” he wrote Van Buren in February, “that I may
not have made myself understood. . . . It is my firm conviction . . . that if
a Cabinet officer should not be selected from Pennsylvania, it will give
great and general dissatisfaction.”*

The president-elect undoubtedly recognized more clearly than
Buchanan the hopelessness in 1837 of acquiring much grace in the Keystone
State by such an appointment. More could be gained elsewhere by this
means. The Pennsylvania Democrats would have to unsnarl their own
mess, and it would take more than a Cabinet office to do it. Van Buren
could help, however, without risking an invasion of Washington by these
factionists, There was always the foreign service.

Van Buren appointed Dallas to the Russian Mission. Buchanan
apparently had not been consulted on this move, though it undoubtedly
gave him secret joy. In writing to the president-elect about it, he signed
the letter not with the usual “Yours very respectfully” but with a rare and
intimate “ever yours.” Nonetheless, the party still demanded a Cabinet
officer from the state. *In writing thus,” said Buchanan “you know, I
have no views towards myself, as I should not change my present situation
for any other.”!8 Just how sincere was he about this? Would he not take
the State Department if it were offered? He had just been voted Chairman
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in a two-to-one victory over
Henry Clay, a triumph he keenly relished. Would it not be the cream of
the jest to be Secretary of State while Dallas was at St. Petersburg? Of
course, and he would take the job if it were offered, but these were matters
which, as Old Hickory used to say, *he would hide from the very hairs
of his head.”

The Cabinet appointments were finally announced. No Pennsyl-
vania name was on the list. Buchanan was disappointed in the extreme,
particularly because John Forsyth was continued as Secretary of State.
His relations with the Secretary had recently been soured when Forsyth
rejected Buchanan’s first report as Chairman of the Foreign Relations
Committee with the tart observation that “the Committee seem to have
had an imperfect knowledge of the facts in relation to our affairs with
Mexico.”
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Buchanan had slaved over this report, read everything available,
and spared no effort. “Imperfect knowledge of the facts!” He knew the
facts, to be sure. One of the facts was that the recent Secretaries of State,
McLane excluded, were either lazy or ignorant, or both. His reply was
sarcastic:

Mr. Buchanan has been honored with the opinion of Mr. Forsyth
that ‘the Committee on Foreign Relations of the Senate seem to
have bad an imperfect knowledge of the facts in relation to
Mexico.” Such an opinion emanating frum the Secretary of
State cannot fail to produce a happy effect in promoting harmeny
between the different branches of the Government. The Com-
mittee will not, however, reciprocate the compliment paid them
by the Secretary, lest they might do him an injustice, which
would be extremely repugnant to their feelings.!®

The exchange brought on a storm, the intervention of the presi-
dent, a letter of cxplanation from Forsyth which included a guarded
apology, and a response from Buchanan that the fracas was “happily
terminated” and would be considered “‘a family matter.”? However, the
men despised each other from then on and welecumed every opportunity to
show their feelings. Buchanan later wondered whether he might nut have
replaced Forsyth in March, if he had managed to muzzle his temper in
February.

Buchanan was on such poor terms with Levi Wondbury of
New Hampshire, the new Secretary of the Treasury, that he addressed all
requests for appointments in that department directly to Van Buren, "I
am discouraged from making any requests in that quarter,” he told the
president.’ The Secretary of War, Jocl Poinsett, was from South Carolina,
which had not even voted for Van Buren. Poinsett wae an able man and
had strongly supported Jackson in the nullification crisie, but his appoint-
ment gave gratification only to Whigs in Pennsylvaniz. The Harrison
paper in Pittsburgh, the Manufacturer, highly approved.’® The selection
of Benjamin F. Butler, a New Yorker, as Attorney General galled Pennsyl-
vanians and heightened the rivalry between New York and Pennsylvania,
Amos Kendall, the Postmaster General, had nourished Jackson's belief in
Buchanan’s duplicity in the old “bargain and sale™ affair. He would receive
no favors from Kendall, and he feared for the fate of Dave Lynch, whase
scandalous ineptitude in the management of the Pitusburgh post office
would not escape Kendall's efficient eye. Finally, there was Mahlon
Dickerson of New Jersey in the Navy Department. Dickerson would be
no problem, although he could not be expected to exert himself very much
to provide a new dry dock for Philadelphia.
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After the Cabinet appointments were made known, Buchanan
changed his subscript “ever yours” to “‘ever your friend”” on his letters to
Van Buren. At the end of three weeks of job-seeking for his political
creditors, he reverted to the customary “Yours very respectfully.” He
was not going to be a big wheel in this administration, he realized, but just
another cog in the machine.

According to Buchanan’s philosophy of life and of politics, the
way to act in such a circumstance was to function as smoothly and as
quietly as possible. He saw neither truth nor virtue in the homely maxim
that the squeaky wheel gets the grease, nor in Cameron’s view that the
best way to progress was to fight or buy the man who might be able to
gratify your wish. Patience, acquiescence, logically contrived procedure,
the appearance of consistency, refusal to make irretrievable commitments,
and a ready willingness to capitulate in matters of minor political advantage
—these constituted Buchanan’s political temperament.

Van Buren recognized these traits of character and keenly
appreciated the perplexities of the Pennsylvania Democrats. New York
had taught him all there was to learn about factional fights. Therefore,
Buchanan was able to make more progress than he had anticipated. He
secured a position in the Treasury for Henry Petriken who had led the
opposition to the Bank charter in the Pennsylvania Legislature, and placed
George Plitt in the Wisconsin Land Office. Simon Cameron, through
Buchanan’s influence, obtained a good job (which he disgraced) settling
Winnebago Indian claims. Henry Muhlenberg went to the newly created
Austrian Mission in which Buchanan was especially interested, since he
had worked for its establishment during his sojourn in Europe. Muhlen-
berg’s appointment so infuriated George Wolf that he immediately resigned
from his Treasury post, declaring that his old rival had walked off with the
honors. Buchanan persuaded Van Buren to pacify Wolf by offering him
the best federal job in Pennsylvania: the collectorship of the Port of
Philadelphia. One of the Dallas supporters had to be discharged in order
to make way for Wolf, and they became incensed.

It was a patchwork of patronage, but at least it demonstrated that
neither Van Buren nor Buchanan was playing favorites with any Democratic
faction. On the contrary they were acting on the assumption that they
would all have to pull together during the 1838 campaign for the governor-
ship if they wished to rid the Commonwealth of anti-Masonry and prevent
a Whig success in the national election of 1840.
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THE SECOND BANK OF THE UNITED STATES

March 4, 1837, dawned bright and clear and by midmorning when Martin
Van Buren drove to the White House to join Jackson, the sun had brought
warmth and gaiety to the crowds which lined the avenue from the White
House to the Capitol. At the eastern portico the members of the Senate,
the Cabinet and the Diplomatic Corps led the way to the rostrum. The
stately Hero of New Orleans, just up from a sickbed, acknowledged a roaring
ovation from the crowd, and Mr. Van Buren advanced to deliver his
inaugural address. Buchanan stayed for the inauguration ball at Carusi’s
that evening and then headed for Harrisburg as fast as he could go.

There the Legislature was in an uproar over the Bank. The
Van Buren partisans, variously known as the “radicals™ or the "hard
money men,” had instituted an investigation of the Bank which they
were using as a weapon of attack, while Whigs, “improvement men,” and
“‘paper money boys” were trying to mske the inquiry serve the Bank's ends.
One of the Whigs noted that the anti-Bank crowd was led on by “a gang of
scoundrels . . . including Buchanan, and Jesse Miller.™

The Legislature vindicated the Bank, whereupon George R. Espy
unexpectedly moved to repeal the Bank's charter. This motion renewed
the fight at the worst possible time, for the Panic of 1837 had now descended
upon the nation. Even the Bank's enemies had no wish to outlaw the
institution at this particular moment, for they would be blamed for aggra-
vating the financial distress. Fifty-two Democrats in the House had at first
agreed to support the repeal motion, but when the roll was called only
twenty-one of them actually voted for it.

Back in Lancaster Buchanan tried to think out some solution to
the problem. It appeared to him that the Bank had first bought up the
national Congress to get its charter renewed, and now it had bought up
the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. He had learned in Harrisburg that
the leading Democratic members of the investigating committee, who were
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supposed to produce proof that the institution was corrupt, had been bribed
by the Bank. Two junior members, who respected the opinion of their
elder colleagues, had signed the whitewash report on the assumption that
it was bona fide. Later they learned that their senior committeemen had
withheld a lot of damning evidence and, after the vindication of the Bank,
had been its guests at a big dinner celebration in Philadelphia® Buchanan,
mortified by the result, wrote, “This bank business will divide the party
for years to come.”?

His friends agreed. I begin to believe that [the Bank] will get
the uppermost of us again,” wrote one of them.* And why should it not?
The issue cut clean through party lines in Pennsylvania; there were Bank
and anti-Bank followers in each major party and in every faction.

The question presented two very different aspects. To the rank
and file of Democratic voters the destruction of Biddle’s “monster’ sym-
bolized the transfer of political privilege from the aristocracy to the “common
man”’; but to informed politicians Jackson’s war on the Bank signified
rather the transfer of the money center of the nation from Philadelphia to
New York; from Chestnut Street to Wall Street. Whatever Jackson’s
reasons for the attack, there seems to be little doubt that the chief motive
of his intimate advisors, Van Buren and half a dozen others, was to oust
Biddle in order to seize financial control themselves.® Thus the struggle
over the Bank proved to be an important phase of the ancient rivalry
between Pennsylvania and New York. This feature of ante-bellum politics,
the incessant contest for power and position between the two wealthiest
and most populous states of the Union, may perhaps bear a heavier re-
sponsibility for the disruption of the Democracy and the later breakup of
the Union than historians now suspect. Here parochialism played its
divisive role at the center of the nation rather than at its extremities.

Trade reports of the early 1830's had already shown that New York
City had supplanted Philadelphia as the leading import-export city of
America, a distinction the latter had enjoyed since colonial times. The
rapid rise of New York City, hastened by Van Buren’s political connection
with Jackson, was the underlying fact which explained why the Bank issue
in the Pennsylvania Legislature always disrupted the Democrats and why
the Dallas faction had to find some formula to keep the Bank, backbone of
Philadelphia’s financial eminence, in operation.

Buchanan had to choose between supporting the financial
interests of eastern Pennsylvania and sustaining the national policy of the
Democrats. As the former course would have threatened his influence
nationally and placed him locally in the camp of his Philadelphia rivals, he
chose the latter, fully aware of the many pitfalls which the decision opened.
In order to emphasize the national aspect of his position, he raised a
question in the Senate which made everyone sit up and take notice, for it
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had apparently been overlooked before. “Suppose,” he said, “General
Jackson and the bank had been in alliance and not in opposition. What
then might have been the consequences, had he been an enemy to the
liberties of the people? Can any man say that our liberties would not have
been in danger?” All the forms of the Constitution might have remained,
but who could believe that any subsequent election would ever be bona fide;
that the whole framework of public information could not he hought up
and rigged; that frauds could not be excused by mercenary courts; or that
a president would not always be able to name his successor?

At home, Buchanan restricted his talking to a reiteration of his
simple maxim, “The party must crush the bank, or the bank will crush the
party.” His followers, desperately worried by the schism created by the
Bank issue, had no better advice to offer. One wrote, “What have we
gained by opposition to the Bank? Principle—~what does it mean? Patri-
otism—where is it? Pledges—in the pocket!! Politics—I am ready to
quit.””7 Another asked, “What do you think of 2 conciliation party? I
mean to organize the old fashioned Democratic party? It must come to
that.”® That, thought Buchanan, would be like trying to take the eggs out
of the omelette and put them back in the shells. A third proposed to forget
about the Bank and to take up “fresher, more interesting topics.”® Bu-
chanan’s friends coincided only on one point: they thought that he could
strengthen and unify the state Democracy by consenting to run for governor
in 1838. “You alone can unite our divided party,” ran their plea. But
those who knew him best predicted that he would refuse. *He aims at
higher game,” they said.’® They were right, for Buchanan announced
that he would not exchange the senatorship for a three-year scramble in
Harrisburg. Of all political positions, the governorship of Pennsylvania
traditionally carried the least prospect for subsequent honor.

By the time the Legislature had finished its indecisive direussion
of the Bank, Buchanan found himself in the midst of another series of
personal attacks like those in the election of 1828. Perhaps his enemies
thought there might be some truth in the idea that he alone could unite
his party.

The Lancaster Intelligencer started the assault with a new version
of the old “bargain and sale” story which, to Buchanan’s utter sstonish-
ment, Francis P. Blair republished in the Washington Globe, the administra-
tion organ.’! In May Buchanan went to Harrishurg where he dropped in
at a session of the Constitutional Convention. Some of his friends invited
him to come front and sit inside the bar. Immediately thereafter, one of
the delegates, Coxe of Somerset, arose and delivered a tirade of abuse
against him which Buchanan reported “had no more connexion with the
subject under discussion than it had with the question that distracted the
sages of Lilliput, whether eggs ought to be beaten from the larger or the
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smaller end.” Buchanan’s one-time warm friend, John Sergeant, Chairman
of the Convention, made no effort to call Coxe to order. The central theme
of his philippic was that old chestnut: “that Buchanan had once thanked
his God that he had not a drop of Democratic blood in his veins, and if he
had, he would let it out.”12

Coxe had once asked certain people of Lancaster to sign an
affidavit that they had heard Buchanan make the alleged statement, but
Anthony McGlinn was the only person who was willing to furnish a sworn
signature. Buchanan also swore, calling Coxe “a dirty, low, malicious
fellow.” Did anyone believe that he had been at any period of his life
*such an arrant fool?””’8 He demanded evidence and wanted the con-
vention to give him a chance to refute. But Coxe was not after debate; he
merely wanted to get the item back into circulation and he succeeded
brilliantly. Picking up_the cue from Coxe, others began to use the con-
vention as their forum to attack Buchanan.

Some members of the convention at length became so accustomed
to spreading poison that one of them forgot himself and gave a dose to one
of his friends. Thaddeus Stevens, in a speech about apportionment of
votes in Philadelphia, referred to that proud city as “a great and growing
ulcer on the body politic,” and then, without any apparent reason, launched
into a slurring commentary on Whig leader William Morris Meredith.
Meredith, not a man to sit back and listen quietly to an insult, rose and for
two days poured forth a stream of personal invective against Stevens while
the Democrats, now out of the picture, sat back entranced. Stevens
manufactured venom so fast, said Meredith, that when he ran out of
enemies, which was hard to imagine, he had to spray it on whoever stood
nearby. He was a great man in litde things—by far the greatest in the
littlest that the country could boast. “You sneaking catamount,” he
shouted, “you and your vulpine Coxe.” The affair temporarily broke up
the Constitutional Convention, and threatened to break up the Whig-anti-
Masonic alliance. “Whether this dissolves the coalition remains to be
seen,” wrote C. J. Ingersoll.}4

Senator John P. King of Augusta, Georgia, had invited Buchanan
to come south for a visit during the summer, but the growing political
pressure and a number of priyate affairs discouraged the expedition. “Until
the fit of fault-finding is over,” he replied, he would have to stiy at home.!®
His private business needed care in these days of panic,'® and he also had
to work out the estates of his mother and his brother George, both of whom
had died without leaving wills.”” But most important of all, Mary Kittera
Snyder (or was it Aunt Ann?) had said “yes.” Senator W. R. King had
ribbed him during the early spring about neglecting his usual affairs from
*the anxieties of love.”’® On June 3, Buchanan wrote to Mrs. Francis
Preston Blair, *T would gladly join your party to the Hermitage next year,

119



JAMES BUCHANAN

. . . but long ere that time I expect to be married & have the cares of a
family resting upon my shoulders.”*

The happy prospect clouded that particular spring, for the state
of feeling in Philadelphia was so violent against him for attacking the U. S.
Bank that he had been mobbed by a gang of political roughnecks on one of
his visits. Charles J. Ingersoll told him that the assaults upon him in the
Constitutional Convention had still further inflamed public opinion, and
that he really ought to stay out of the city until things calmed. Possibly
for this reason Mary Snyder went to Baltimore where Buchanan visited
her 2

Buchanan went to Bedford Springs in July for several weeks of
pleasant recreation, walking with his old friend Judge Henry Shippen of
Meadville along the wooded stream which rippled through the glades below
the huge hotel. In the morning they would stop at the little white summer-
house enclosing the beautiful mineral spring and “drink of the waters,”
according to their doctor’s prescription. Until noon the guests ordinarily
stayed within easy reach of the other little white houses until the volecanic
effects of the “waters” had subsided. After midday all sought the rocking
chairs which lined the huge porch or promenaded up and down, greeting
newly arrived friends and gossiping. In the evening there was dancing in
the great ballroom with schottisches, polkas, and a new step called the
hop-trot dubbed by some rakes the rabbit-hop. Buchanan loved to dance
and spent more evenings in society than he should have, considering the
amount of work he had planned to do. But the ladies insisted and he was
always a willing respondent to a roguish eye.

By the end of August he was back in Lancaster and hard st work
on a series of important Senate speeches he was to give on the new Adminis-
tration program to solve the currency and banking problems.

BUCHANAN AND THE SUBTREASURY BILL

Although the Panic of 1837 grew very serious during the spring and
summer, President Van Buren decided not to call a special session of
Congress to deal with it until September. During the summer months,
Buchanan had been in constant correspondence with Jackson and
Van Buren about the financial crigis. The latter had asked for suggestions
to be included in the presidential message to the forthcoming special
session of Congress and Buchanan, anticipating that he would be 2 leading
spokesman for the president, proposed that Congress should establish a
new bank or, as that name had come into disrepute, “an Agency™ connected
with the Treasury and the Mint to collect and disburse public money.
The agency should neither issue notes nor discount paper; its function
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should be to receive bullion for deposit both from the collectors of the
United States and from individuals. It could issue to individuals receipts
which could then be sent to any part of the nation and be cashed back into
bullion at a branch agency for a slight transmission fee. This system
would facilitate domestic exchange and prevent wide variations in exchange
rates in different parts of the land. More particularly, it would prevent
exchange merchants from periodically squeezing businessmen who needed
specie when there happened, temporarily, to be a local shortage. But
Buchanan was certain that neither the government nor the nation could
function on a specie basis, as Senator Benton and others believed. The
notes of state banks would have to be used and the government would have
to receive these notes in payment of land and of customs duties. The
Treasury, however, ought to accept only the notes of specie-paying banks
in the vicinity of the new agency and its branches, and *nearly all danger in
dealing with such Institutions might be avoided by frequent settlements.”!

President Van Buren, in his message, proposed a “‘sub-treasury”
system or federal collection, deposit, and exchange agency very much like
the one Buchanan had described.

Buchanan made one of the best speeches of his life in support of
the subtreasury proposal on September 28, 1837, when he and Silas Wright
of New York contested the issue with Webster and Clay. He divided the
honors with his opponents on constitutional phases of the argument, but
he had the better of them on practical finance. Both Clay and Webster,
continually in need of money, had long experience as debtors to the Bank
of the U. S., but Buchanan was a private banker himself. Jackson thought
enough of the Bank speech to write that it “must become a lasting monu-
ment” to the talent of its author, and a “text-book™ of the party for all
time to come.?

The Subtreasury Bill passed the Senate, but it was laid on the
table in the House and did not become law until 1840. Pennsylvania
Democrats were amazed at the Senate line-up. on the vote: Van Buren’s
best friends opposed him; his enemies, like Calhoun, supported him. “No
wonder he is called a magician,” George Plitt observed.® In New York
the Democrats split wide apart on the issue and were soundly whipped in
the state elections. Their defeat demonstrated to the Democrats of
Pennsylvania the necessity for united action. Buchanan’s friends wrote:
“Qur good old State is now the last hope for the party, and if she fails us,
through the headstrong perversity of a few leaders, we shall be beaten in
the Union for years to come.”? If, however, New York remained eplit
and Pennsylvania delivered a victory in 1838, there was every prospect
that Buchanan could become the key man in the Van Buren Administration.
A great deal would depend on the nominating contest for governor in
the spring.
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Buchanan insisted that Muhlenberg and Wolf each withdraw his
name as candidate for governor and urged the party to unite on someone
previously unconnected with that schism. Wolf, who had protested
Muhlenberg’s appointment to the Austrian Mission, now promised to stay
out of the governor’s race and to keep his friends loyal to a convention
choice. Buchanan got comforting news from prominent Democrats—
“whether it be Porter, Blythe, Carpenter or Klingensmith, that receives
the nomination, not a man will demur,”?

Two wecks before the Democratic nominating convention in
Harrisburg, the State Legislature passed resolutions instructing the
Pennsylvania Senators to vote against the Subtreasury Bill. Supported
by the Whigs and signed by Governor Ritner, the motion pledged “full
confidence in Martin Van Buren.” These idiotic resolutions, “an absurd
medley and damnable humbug,” were intended to force Buchanan to resign
the senatorship so that he could be replaced by one of the “recreants.”
As one of the originators of the Subtreasury Bill he could not oppose it;
but under the instruction system, he would have to kill his own bill or
resign. The Bank crowd thought they had him this time. Whatever
decision he made would disrupt the harmony of the Democratic meeting
of March 4.

Buchanan thought it over thoroughly, pushed aside the pile of
letters appealing to him by all that was holy to tear up the instructions and
vote the party line, and wrote out his announcement to the Senate. "If 2
Senator can look behind his instructions,” he declared, "the right is at
once abandoned. . . . My only alternative, then, is either to obey or to
resign.” But, if he should resign, “the right of instruction itself would
soon grow into disrepute, and the Senatorial term of six years . . . would
terminate whenever such a conflict of opinion should arise. . . . I shall,
therefore, obey my instructions honestly and in good faith."#¢ He would
move to table the Subtreasury Bill in the hope that by next session he could
get the support of Pennsylvania for it.

This decision did not precisely delight Van Buren, but he could
scarcely protest; it at least offered hope, which was more than he could say
for his own state of New York. And, while the announcement disappointed
all those who had been engaged in the fight against the Bank, they swallowed
it and kept a bold front, praising its forthrightness. Fortunately, it came
too late to affect the county meetings to elect delegates to the state nominat-
ing convention, or there would certainly have been a swarm of contesting
claimants to seats. As it was, there had been numerous Democratic county
meetings sponsoring, in one hall, “Van Buren and a new bank,” and across
the street “Van Buren and down with the bank.” The Democrats nominated
David R. Porter for governor without dificulty—a tremendous triumph
for Buchanan’s unity platform; but the convention members made no
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statement at all on the Bank issue. Their silence on this point might have
caused trouble except for the fact that the other parties were even more
splintered on the question than the Democrats and could make no capital
of the glaring omission.

The Pennsylvania gubernatorial contest aroused more excitement
than any event of the preceding decade. The members of all Democratic
factions pulled strong enough in harness that Buchanan felt he could afford
to keep his distance. He stayed out of the state campaign and immersed
himself in the business of the Senate. “Really,” wrote an old crony, “you
have become public property, and have lost sight altogether of the domestic
relation. No one in Lancaster has heard from you since Congress began.”#
There was some reason for this, for the Committee on Foreign Affairs was
suddenly confronted with a whole docket full of crises, and many problems
corollary to the Subtreasury came up for individual study and discussion.

A new fight arose over a scheme that Biddle had worked out to
give the newly chartered Bank of the United States of Pennsylvania millions
of dollars which it ought not to have. Under the old federal charter, the
Bank had an unspecified period of time to liquidate the bank notes which
had been circulating for twenty years. Instead of calling these in, Biddle per-
mitted them to circulate as usual; and on top of them the Bank issued new
notes authorized under the Pennsylvania charter. Thus, this “monster,”
which Jackson thought he had destroyed, now roamed the countryside more
than twice as big as ever and exercised a national influence far greater than
it had in the heyday of 1828. But worse than this, its note issues were now
swollen as badly as those of an old wildcatter, though the public, con-
ditioned by two decades of assurance that these notes were the best security
in the nation, took them avidly as if they were solid gold. Biddle expected
that he would receive gold for them; he was currently engaged in a quiet
endeavor to get a corner on the southern cotton crop, and if he succeeded
he would have plenty of specie to cover those *‘resurrection notes.” Even
if Congress outlawed them, he would still have the gold. All that was
nceded was to prevent any sudden resumption of specie payments, and he
could certainly protect himself against that at Harrisburg. Biddle was a
man of ideas.

Buchanan fought to proscribe Biddle’s old notes by means of a
federal bill imposing fine and imprisonment on any director, trustee, or
officer of a corporation’ chartered by Congress who permitted notes of a
defunct corporation to remain in circulation. He analyzed, with a clarity
which should have made Biddle revise his plans, the nature of the cotton
speculation then in progress in open defiance of a prohibitory clause in the
Pennsylvania charter of the Bank. He pointed out that the Bank never
bothered to make the periodic reports to the Auditor General of Pennsyl-
vania which the new charter specified, and that the Bank effectively blocked

123



JAMES BUCHANAN

all efforts to revive specie resumption in the Commonwealth. “In vain
you may talk to me about paper restrictions,” he concluded. ““When did a
vast moneyed monopoly ever regard the law, if any great interest of its own
stood in the way? It will then violate its charter, and its own power will
secure it immunity.”*® Biddle, he proclaimed, *like all other men, must
yield to his destiny.” This was prophetic. He eventually yielded to
bankruptcy but never to the United States Government.

By mid-July, the Senate session was over and the critical Pennsyl-
vania gubernatorial election of 1838 drew near. The great day arrived.
Votes were counted, recounted, counted again. Great God in Heaven!
Between Ritner and Porter the vote was so close that no one knew who had
been elected, and each claimed the victory.

THE ROLE OF THE RICH UNCLE

In November, the death of sister Harriet’s husband, the Reverend Robert
Henry of Greensburg, raised family problems so serious and immediate
that James spent the entire month attending to them before going to
Washington. The family was like politics. He loved both and felt duty
bound to both, but their problems, demands, and feuds were ever on his
doorstep. For a long while he had anticipated the difficulties that now
faced him. He had already acquired major responsibility for half a dozen
young nephews and nieces, and if tuberculosis continued to afflict the
family, as he feared it would, he would soon have a whole orphanage on
his hands.

He told Harriet that he would come to Greensburg and then tried
to formulate some plans. The family problem had several aspects: money,
proper care of the children, and the resolution of jealousies and disagree-
ments among the surviving elders. Morcover, he was at this time especially
concerned about Mary Snyder. Some of the family opposed the ides of
his marriage, particularly Edward who anticipated sharing a goodly in-
heritance from his brother. Mary hersclf may have been disturbed by the
thought of becoming an unwanted addition to the circle. Buchanan
wondered whether he had the right to ask her to undertake the role of
foster-mother, and whether it was wise to let his money get out of the
immediate family.

He worked late in his study in the King Street house, his mind
wandering back over the past to his mother and her ambitions for him and
to sister Sarah, who had run off to get married and then died at twenty-
seven, leaving a little girl, Elizabeth Huston. Mr. Huston had since died
and Elizabeth had been living with the Kitteras in Philadelpbia or with
Miss Hetty in Lancaster during vacations from the boarding school in
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New Jersey which Uncle James had chosen for her. But her school days
were nearly over, for she was sixteen, and more permanent provision had
to be made. Uncle Edward stuffily announced that he would not have her
because she was “‘too giddy, too fond of company” and too little impressed
with the responsibilities of life. What would the parish think? It put
Buck in a quandary. He could not leave her with Miss Hetty. John N.
Lane, a relative of his sister Jane’s husband, lived in Lancaster and would
have liked to keep Elizabeth, but James feared that this arrangement would
“raise a talk here which might be injurious to Edward or his wife.” But,
he said, “‘if it becomes my duty to fix her in this County, they must take
the consequences of their own conduct, and should it become necessary
that I should express an opinion on the subject, it will be against them and
in favor of Elizabeth.”?®

Robert Henry’s death left sister Harriet with very little money,
an advanced case of tuberculosis, and a five-year-old boy, James Buchanan
Henry. Buck wrote to her urging her to take care of her health “for
the sake of your child and other relatives. You are welcome, most welcome
to a home with me where I think you may promote my happiness as well
as your own.” In his distraction, he addressed the letter to “My dear sir”
from force of habit, and dated it 1837 instead of 183830 Harriet would now
have to go to live with her sister Jane in Mercersburg for a while and then
move to Edward’s home in Lancaster County until the end of the next
Congress, when Buchanan could have things ready for her in the King
Street house.

Jane posed an equally distressing problem. She was confined to
her room, spit blood copiously, and was resigned to death in a matter of
months. She had four children: James Buchanan Lane, who was already
in his twenties; Elliot Eskridge, thirteen; Mary Elizabeth, twelve; and
Harriet, eight.

Sister Maria, now married to Dr. Charles Yates of Meadville,
had her troubles. The Doctor was her third husband. By her first,
Buchanan’s old school teacher, Jesse E. H. Magaw, she had had one
daughter, named Jessie. She had four more children by Dr. Yates, their
house was cramped, their income small, and Jessie was suffering from
tuberculosis and needed to get out of the Meadville climate. Of all his
nieces, she was probably Buchanan’s favorite. Jessie went to live with her
Aunts Harriet and Jane at Mercersburg for a time, until she could be sent
to school. James told Maria that he planned to send Jessie “to the very best
country female school I can find. I have seen enough of the effects of
sending country girls whose expectations are moderate to Philadelphia
Boarding Schools.” Jessie, he thought, “will make a fine woman, if she
lives. If not very smart, she is very good, and that is better.”3! He would
send her to school at Mt. Joy, near Lancaster, but Jessie was so fond of
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Aunt Harriet that it might be best if all stayed at the family homestead at
Mercersburg, and she attended school there.

Finally there was Edward, his only surviving brother, who seemed
increasingly to resent the contrast between his own poverty and James's
affluence. Edward was ready for college when his brother William died,
and it was this event which influenced him to gratify the wish of his mother
that one son would study for the ministry. George and James had already
prepared for law, and no one was left but him to follow the cloth. Now
that George had died, he and James had to take care of the family. Edward
complained that he had more expenses than James and scarcely income
enough to keep himself in clean shirts; why should he take care of the
family wanderers while James kept an empty house in Lancaster and had
other quarters in Washington. James had been kind but strict with
Edward. ““You shall not be at any loss for money,” he often said but he
always kept track of the loans, and when there was a little estate to divide,
he acted as executor and deducted the amount of his advances. "Rely upon
your own judgment in all things, and I shall be content,” he would write,
but took occasion to disapprove strongly of the judgments Eidward had
made 32

James thought wryly of Edward, the “haby brother.” He was
even now only twenty-seven, proud, impatient, suspicious, and consumed
with ambition. He had wanted to make a hig impression on his superiors
by making a fine donation to help endow a chair of theology at one of the
church colleges, but the parish had contributed only 86. James sent him
$144 morc to enable him to forward a thumping check fur §150—that
would help make them remember where Pequea Church was.

Now there was trouble over Harriet’s desire to sell the old Dun.
woodie property, “Bridge farm,” near Mercersburg. The income from this
would be shared by all the children, but they had to agree to its sale,
Edward felt that it should be held until prices improved, but Harriet needed
money so desperately that she could see no other solution, James had then
proposed to buy it himself, matching the best offer they could get frum the
outside. After a general family conference at Mercersburg, he convluded
the purchase, much to Edward’s dissatisfaction. “Nuthing but family
pride,” James wrote, “induced me to purchase your farm. I ¢ould not brar
to see the last vestige of father's property in Franklin County go into the
hands of strangers.” Significantly he added, “You will at last probably get
my property or the greater part of it among all of you."$* Whatever hupes
he may have had of marrying were not very bright when he wrote that
sentence.

On the same trip to Mercershurg he had a long talk with his
sister Jane and made all arrangements for the distribution of her property
after her death. She named him trustee of her inheritance (some $6,000).
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He was to hold it during her life and use it later to pay for the care and
education of the children. The remainder was to be apportioned and paid
to them with interest when they reached maturity. Elliott T. Lane, her
husband, agreed to this plan and signed a release which was recorded
at Chambersburg.

James was glad to see Maria at the family conclave. Like her
daughter Jessie, she was very good, but not very smart. Fortunately her
latest husband was both and he managed to keep the household in order.
Buchanan had grown to be very fond of him, and the doctor reciprocated
by getting into politics in Meadville. He endorsed every Buchanan move-
ment so enthusiastically that he insulted patients who disagreed with him
and almost ruined his practice. Buchanan had loaned them the money
to buy a house years before and had gotten his first taste of Maria’s financial
capabilities. On the strength of his guarded assent to make a loan, she
had gone right out and bought a place, without ever having the title checked.
He had upbraided her for her negligence and withheld his aid until his
friend Henry Shippen, county judge in Meadville, had recorded a clear
title and prepared a first mortgage. “It is my inflexible rule in life,” he
had told Maria, “never to invest a dollar in any property except it has a
clean title and is free of every incumbrance.”

Maria soon complained that the new house was too small. “That
which I feared has come to pass,” he wrote back. It seems you are now
dissatisfied with the use of the front room as a shop and are anxious that
Dr. Yates should build one. I confess I am somewhat astonished at this.
Besides your promise to me, you ought to reflect that your circumstances
are very limited and that your expenses will be increasing annually. Were
I residing in that house myself, I should never think of any other law office
but the front room.”4

As the years passed, odd little incidents occurred. Dr. Yates bet
one of his patients $200 that Buchanan would be elected Senator in 1833,
Jost both the wager and the patient, and thus the means of paying the bet.
Buchanan got him out of trouble in his usual way, not by sending money
but by giving Yates a receipt for $200 which he said he had deducted from
the sum the doctor already owed him. His letter had the qualities which
his relatives came to recognize and to dread; it was at once both kind and
nasty. “Be firm in politics, but avoid giving personal offence,” he ad-
monished. I did not know you were in debt to anyone but myself, but
if you do owe to others, you ought to pay it.”® Once in a while, he would
ask Dr. Yates to send only two thirds of the usual $150 instalment on the
mortgage and give the other third to Maria. On such occasions he would
not enter the credit until he got a formal receipt from Maria that she had
actually received her fifty.3®
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James knew what the family thought of him, and wondered if
their view was not justified. Often he wondered just what he thought of
himself. He felt kindly to nearly everyone, but he could scarcely believe
that anyone felt kindly toward him. Any manifestation of friendship or
appeal to his better nature set little red flags flying in his mind; what was this
person after? No one ever surmounted his suspicion; no one in his family
ever expected from him other than what decency, bounded by the letter of
the law, absolutely required. But to give to one would raise a howl from all
the others. To make gifts to the family with no strings attached would
make them wasteful and dependent, and soon the time would come when
he would necessarily have to refuse. Then they would hate him. He knew
that much about human nature. No, the best course was to give only when
the need was critical, and then in & way that showed he expected to be paid
back. That method would keep them all independent and self-respecting,
it would protect him from voracious demands, and while it might not
promote any outburst of emotional gratitude, it would maintain a long-
range family stability. As he told Edward, they would all probably share
everything he had, anyway. And right now, he had $120,000 of his own at
work for interest, and some $25,000 of funds in trust for the various
children. He hoped that if they let him manage, they would all some day
have financial security.
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TRIAL BALLOON

According to unofficial election returns, David R. Porter led Governor
Ritner by 5,540 votes in the election of 1838, but the seats of eight Assem-
blymen and several State Senators were in dispute because of frauds in
Philadelphia. The award of these contested seats would determine which
party controlled the Legislature, and the Legislature would control the
outcome of the election for governor, for it certified the vote. Secretary
of the Commonwealth Burrowes issued a circular advising the public to
“treat the election as if it had never taken place,” and Thaddeus Stevens
proclaimed emphatically that Porter would never be governor.

At Harrisburg the anti-Masons and the Democrats each organized
an Assembly and a Senate and proceeded independently tobusiness. At one
stage a mob invaded the House chamber, threw the anti-Masonic speaker
from the rostrum into the aisle and then rushed into the Senate, chasing
Stevens and Burrowes “‘out of a window twelve feet high, through three
thorn bushes, and over a seven foot picket fence.” As excitement mounted,
the anti-Masons seized the Harrisburg armory and Governor Ritner called
out a militia battalion to sustain him. These troops, by stopping for a
supply of buckshot at the Frankford arsenal, gave the name “Buckshot
War” to the fracas. Meanwhile the Democrats mobilized thousands of
volunteer “minutemen” who now began a march on Harrisburg to defend
their rights.

When the militia officers refused to obey Governor Ritner, he
wrote to President Van Buren, of all people, demanding the aid of U. 5.
troops, presumably to prevent a Democrat from assuming the governorship
to which he had been duly elected! Van Buren felt that Pennsylvania ought
to take care of its own troubles, At length, several of the Whigs became
so thoroughly disgusted with proceedings that they announced they would
vote with the Democrats, a switch that deprived the anti-Masons of even a
phony majority in the House and enabled the Democrats to proceed legally.
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The Senate continued its turmoil for ten days longer when it, too, organized.
The Legislature now declared David R. Porter to have been elected gover-
nor, barely in time to meet the January 1 inauguration date.

Buchanan did not join the throng of Democrats which descended
on Huntingdon to press claims on the governor-elect. He had long since
impressed upon Porter that his nomination had resulted from the voluntary
retirement from the field of both Wolf and Muhlenberg, and that the new
Administration ought to conciliate these two factions. If Porter should
ally with either one or try to create his own Democratic machine, he would
surely wreck himself and jeopardize the national prospects of the party
in 1840. Porter recognized the problem and did his best to steer a middle
course, giving important jobs to representatives of all the major Democratic
segments. Buchanan urged him to support the Van Buren program and
promised to promote appropriate federal appointments.

Buchanan now began to work out the details of a plan which he
had been toying with for the past several years. Van Buren would certainly
run for a second term as president, but he would probably not demand the
renomination of Richard M. Johnson as his running mate. As Johnson
had dragged down the ticket in 1836, a number of men were already openly
canvassing for his place, among them Senator Thomas Hart Benton and
Secretary of State Forsyth. Buchanan proposed William R. King of
Alabama for the vice-presidency.

King’s nomination would have multiple advantages. It would
eliminate both Forsyth and Johnson; it would put en the ticket 2 man
whom Buchanan’s partisans in Pennsylvania could consider to be his
choice, and this belief would help to bring out the vote; and it would
please the South. But most important of all, it would pave the way for
the election of James Buchanan as president in 184+t King frankly told
his roommate that if he became vice-president, he would not permit the
consideration of his name for the presidency in ¥t Furthermore, he
would use his influence to promote Buchanan’s nomination.

This plan looked good to Buchanan. Pennsylvania’s Democrats
were closer to real unity than they had been since the governorship of
Simon Snyder; if Porter played the game he would be re-elected and the
state administration would support Buchanan in the 1844 convention.
New York Democracy was in the midst of schism; but New York, like
Pennsylvania, would have learned its lesson and would be back on the
Democratic track in five years. New York by then would have had the
vice-presidency and the presidency for twelve years: she would be com-
pelled to relinquish further claims and support a neighbor. The border
states, too, had been favored: Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky. Van
Buren was the only uncertain part of the program. What would he think?
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Would he deliver the goods in Pennsylvania to men who would work
for King?

At Buchanan’s suggestion, Democratic editors began puffing
King and laying the propaganda groundwork for a formal movement. The
appearance of their articles, however, touched off countermoves. The
Dallas men of Philadelphia and the pro-Bank Democrats of western Pennsyl-
vania, who were hostile to Buchanan, boomed Forsyth as the Pennsylvania
choice for vice-president? By the summer of 1839, Buchanan thought
that the Forsyth movement had failed and that King would be nominated
unless “O0ld Tecumseh” (Richard M. Johnson) should insist upon running
again® The Democratic members of the Legislature even gave Buchanan
a testimonial dinner, together with the governor and other dignitaries,
an unprecedented mark of party harmony.*

This happy augury failed to take into account the vagaries of
state politics. Governor Porter did his part, giving Buchanan’s friends a
fair share of the patronage, but the leaders of the factions refused to be
disciplined.> The governor, for example, bestowed favors on the Harris-
burg Keystone, which had been in the past a violent anti-Muhlenberg,
anti-Buchanan sheet. The Keystone kept pounding at the anti-Buchanan
line and spread abroad a conclusion, quite erroneous, that the governor
had gotten into a fight with the Senator. As a result, the Buchanan
journals began to lambast the Keystone and from here it was natural to go
on to attack the governor. The Dallas men took advantage of this presumed
rupture to promote their interests by cultivating the anti-Buchanan move-
ment centering on Forsyth. Cameron, just back from his Winnebago
Indian Mission, saw a chance to trouble the waters to his advantage and
quietly encouraged all Pennsylvania Democrats to insist upon a free and
easy Bank program, the very thing against which Porter and Buchanan
had pledged themselves. By September, Buchanan was discouraged. “My
name has often been mentioned in connection with the Presidency in
1844.” he wrote, but Pennsylvania would never unite on one of her own
sons “‘with such energy and enthusiasm as to make him successful... .. They
care little for their own men.”®

Felix Grundy, Attorney General of the United States, resigned
in December. After the various factions got in their bids, Van Buren
offered the post to Buchanan “‘although,” he added, ““I have no reason to
suppose that it would be desirable to you.” It was not. Buchanan saw
no use in exchanging the senatorship for a belated invitation to take a
one-year job in the lowest Cabinet place. In declining he earnestly urged
the appointment of the governor’s brother, James M. Porter, but the
president next offered the appointment to George M. Dallas, recently back
from Russia. Dallas refused and the office went to Henry M. Gilpin of Phila-
delphia, a gentleman unpopular both with Porter’s and Buchanan’s friends.
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“The President’s disposition towards myself is proclaimed upon
the house-top,”” Buchanan wrote to Porter. The King movement in Penn-
sylvania never recovered from this blow to Buchanan’s prestige at the
critical moment, and Vice-President Johnson embraced the opportunity
to apnounce that he would run again. Porter could have used aid and
comfort from the national administration and with such aid he might well
have been influenced by Van Buren’s wishes, but without it he would have
to go ahead and settle the state banking problem on the basis of local
interest. As a result, the state administration ran head-on into a policy
collision with the national administration in a critical election year.

Both Democratic party policy and state law required that dis-
tressed banks should resume specie payment after a given date. This
deadline had passed, but the Pennsylvania banks insisted that they could
not pay specié; let the governor enforce this law, and a new panic would
immediately ensue. Porter agreed that summary specie resumption under
existing conditions would be foolhardy, but he had a variety of courses he
could have taken which would have protected both the party and the banks.

His decision, announced in the message to the Legislature in
January, 1840, emphasized the necessity of the resumption of specie pay-
ments, but Porter declared his intention not to force this until it could be
done with safety to the general economy. Letters quickly piled up on
Buchanan’s desk. Anti-Bank Democrats were “out in full ery against the
Message. . . . Many are looking to you for an expression of opinion.”®
Buchanan replied to Porter, “You have perhaps never witnessed anything
like the exaltation, either felt or affected, of the Whigs here when the
first news of your special message arrived.” He knew the necessity which
prompted the message, but he hoped that the Legislature would settle an
early date for resumption; if it adjourned without action, leaving the
banks without any mandate for resumption, “the integrity of our party
will be in great danger.”

THE WHIGS ATTACK

The Whigs exploited the Bank controversy in Pennsylvania at a “union
and harmony” meeting at Harrisburg in September and by holding their
national nominating convention at the same place on December 4, where
they chose General William Henry Harrison for president and John Tyler
of Virginia for vice-president. So diverse were the elements of Whiggery
that the delegates decided to issue no platform statement at all; if they
concentrated on hatred of Van Buren and made a hero of "'Old Tippecanoe,”
they could bring in Masons and anti-Masons, slaveholders and abolitionists,
friends and enemies of the banks, high and low tariff men, manufacturers
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and employees, radicals and conservatives. ‘“The Whig party is very
Catholic,” Buchanan declared. *It tolerates great difference of opinion.”?

The situation was, indeed, ridiculous. The party which but a
few years before had acknowledged its descent from the Federalist tradition
of government by the rich and well-born, now turned on the party of the
“common man,” and tried to make it appear a regime of royalty. The
Whigs contrasted King Van Buren, riding in an English-made coach more
sumptuous than a coronation carriage and dining regally from platters of
gold, with Old Tippecanoe, who had been reared in a log cabin. The
Whigs simply took the pro-Jackson campaign program of 1828, used it for
themselves, and created a wildly exciting canvass with hard cider, coon-
skins, and log cabin festivals all over the country. The Democrats vainly
tried to stem the tide with sweet reason and sarcasm.

The program of attack on Van Buren presupposed attacks on all
his lieutenants. In Pennsylvania there was a very effective propaganda
campaign to prove that Buchanan had urged a banking program that would
reduce the wages of labor to ten cents a day. “Ten Cent Jimmy,” the
pamphlets were labelled. Buchanan, in formal debate, always presented
as strongly as he could the case of the opposition, and then proceeded to
demolish it systematically by his own arguments. In supporting the
Independent Treasury Bill, he had outlined the terrible conditions which
would prevail unless banks were reformed and had then gone on to show
how much better all would fare under the proposed bill. Senator John
Davis of Massachusetts took the first section of this speech, and offered it
as Buchanan’s reasons for supporting the Independent Treasury. He
took the 10 cents a day” phrase and quoted it out of context, asserting
that Buchanan supported the Independent Treasury Bill in the hope that
it would reduce wages, destroy banks and deflate property values. Davis’s
speeches, when circulated in print, had tremendous political impact.

Forney reported from Pennsylvania: “I do not know when I
have been so much disgusted with the course of any political opponent as
with that of this Mr. Davis—. . . He must be either a mere catspaw of
others, or a weak, addle-brained man, or a malignant and unscrupulous
ruffian. . .. When I see the effect they are making here, by means of his
villainous perversion of your intelligible Defénce of the laborer, I cannot
but put such a construction upon his unworthy conduct. Why, Sir, they
have flooded this county with his so-called Reply to you. . . . A copy has
been sent to nearly every Democrat. . . . His whole speech is the assuxp-
tion of the broad ground that the people are ignorant, and unable to dis-
criminate between right and wrong,”

The human mind has not yet discovered the way of counter-
acting promptly the effect of the bold lie propagated by the prominent man.
History is full of pertinent illustrations. If representative government has a
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nemesis, this is probably it. The *“Ten Cent Jimmy” lie seriously weakened
Buchanan in Pennsylvania.

Forney proposed that the Democrats “challenge any responsible
member of the opposition here to join in the republication of both yours
and Davis’ speeches, both of which are to be published correctly and . . .
bound together, and so circulated. . . . If they do not accept, they are doun
forever.”2 The opposition did not accept, nor was it down forever.
Instead, it proceeded to improve its advantage by reviving the “drop of
blood” smear and sending that out with the “Ten Cent Jimmy™ pamphlets.
Editor Middleton, of the Lancaster Examiner, did much of the printing. He
had recently distinguished himself by shooting James Cameron when
Cameron came in to beat him up for other lies he had published.!® Bu-
chanan was for “carrying the war into Carthage,” but his friends advised
against it. “It's only giving tone to falsehoods by heeding them,” wrote
Judge Champneys.

Buchanan made several long defensive speeches in the Senate
on the “Ten Cent Jimmy” accusations. “If the most artful and unfair man
in the world had determined to destroy any public measure,” he asked,
“in what manner would he most effectually damn it in public estimation?
It would be to enumerate all the terrible consequences which would flow
from it, according to the predictions of its enemies, and put them into the
mouth of its friends as arguments in its favor. There could not by possi-
bility be any stronger admission of its evil tendeney. . . . This is the
ridiculous attitude in which I am placed by the Senator’s speech.  If these
imputations were well founded, I must be one of the most ferocious men
in existence. Destruction must be my delight. No wild agrarian in the
country has ever thought of waging such an indiscriminate war against
all property, my own among the rest, as that which has been attributed to
me by the Senator.”# But Buchanan’s exposure of Dayis's fraud proved
a futile effort. People found it easier to say “Ten Cent Jimmy™ than to read
a rebuttal, and the nickname stuck.

Meanwhile the Pennsylvania Democratic convention met on
the 4th of March. Except for the Lancaster County delegation which cast
its votes for William R. King as vice-president in token of esteem for
Buchanan, the convention voted for Van Buren and Johnson and passed a
resolution of confidence in Porter. But it did not dare to bring upon the
floor any of the current issues and adjourned, like the Whigs, with no
statement of policies.

The United States Senate kept Buchanan in Washington until
its adjournment late in July. He tried to manipulate the strings of politics
in the Keystone State by correspondence, but he grew more and more
discouraged because of the attacks on him. Furthermore, it seered utterly
hopeless to reconcile the Democratic factions by patronage, though both
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he and Governor Porter were in full agreement on “the absolute necessity
of union and harmony between the state and national administrations”
and the wisdom of apportioning the state offices. Pittsburgh and Phila-
delphia were the two great centers of trouble. In the West, Buchanan’s
friends fought Porter and demanded that a new name be introduced for
governor in 1841.15 In the East, the pro-Bank party of Dallas knifed both
Buchanan and Porter on every occasion. Yet both groups professed their
solid support of Van Buren. The president had contributed some of the
trouble by appointing several anti-Porter Democrats in the Pittsburgh area.
In order to offset these, Buchanan induced Van Buren to select a staunch
Porter man, Calvin Blythe, for the collectorship of the Port of Philadelphia,
a position left open by the recent death of George Wolf. Porter gave
evidence of his solidarity with Buchanan by naming some of his particular
friends to Philadelphia judgeships.’® As a result the Philadelphia Demo-
crats were so furious with these two that they organized gangs to break up
political rallies held by the friends of Buchanan and Porter in that city.
The leading Democratic journal in Philadelphia, the Pennsylvanian,
refused to publish any of Buchanan’s replies to the Whig attacks on him,
charged him by the line for every Senate speech which he wished printed,
and purposely omitted the complimentary toasts given him in the lists of
those reported from various meetings.}”

The Muhlenberg Democrats of Berks County invited Buchanan
to appear on a huge program they had arranged for the 4th of July. Vice-
President Richard M. Johnson was to be the main attraction. With
intention to insult, the arrangements committee failed to invite Governor
Porter, but Buchanan replied sharply that he would appear on no program
of such general interest which ignored Porter and thus forced the com-
mittee to send him an invitation.!®

The Fourth of July celebrations demonstrated that the assaults
on Buchanan had begun to boomerang. *Look at the East—at the West—
at the South—and here in the middle states,” wrote Forney. “Their
celebrations are full of your name. You are right when you say that this
attack upon you has done you good. It has been a god-send, indeed!”®
Whether this was true or not, the Whig campaign against Buchanan only
increased in intensity. Simon Cameron, playing a game of political black-
mail, dug out a copy of an old 1814 handbill headed *We as Federalists,”
signed by Buchanan as president of the old Washington Association, and
sent this for dissemination to Charles B. Penrose, one of the Democrats
who had sold himself to the Bank several years before, and was now
presumably a Whig.20

But more was yet to come. In a campaign speech in Lancaster
Buchanan spoke of the efforts of the anti-Masonic Whigs to steal the
election of 1838 by the Buckshot War in Pennsylvania and of a similar
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affair in New Jersey the same year. He then quoted Whig Senator William
C. Preston of South Carolina who had stated in a recent speech that “he
believed Mr. V. Buren’s election would be defeated by Constitutional means,
yet if those means were insufficient—if the ballot box should fail him —
he, for one, was willing to resort to the rights and arms that Nature gave
him.” A few days later the Philadelphia Whig papers came out with an
article quoting Buchanan as saying,

I believe General Harrison will be defeated by Constitutional
means, yet if these means are insufficient, if the ballot box should
fail, I for one would resort to the rights and the arms which
nature gave me.*!

Though never very enthusiastic about stump-speaking around
the circuit, Buchanan now set out on a six-weeks tour of the Common-
wealth, speaking nearly every day. He opened the campaign at a huge
Democratic jamboree in Lancaster which attracted some 25,000 people.
For two hours, he poured fire and brimstone into the enemy. With his
speech in hand, he set out for the West: Chambersburg, Greensburg,
Pittsburgh, Meadville, Erie. He also visited the northern counties and
returned home by the end of September. “I arrived here from Western
Pennsylvania,” he wrote Van Buren, “broken down in voice and so hoarse
that T fear I shall not again be able to take the field until after our first
election. The effort of frequently addressing immense multitudes of penple
in the open air is more severe than I could have anticipated.™* It took
gsome stamina to be a working politician. Buchanan much preferred his
usual method of campaigning with the pen. When someone chided Clay
for a particularly cutting remark to Buchanan in the Senate, he replied:
*Qh, damn him, he deserved it. He writes letters!™#

The state elections of October brought uncertainty, for state
politics commanded allegiances and represented issues so distinet from
the npational contest that all predictions based on it were shaky. The
excitement continued hot up until the balloting for presidential electors
in November, which drew almost twice as many voters to the polls as had
the fight of 1836. The final Pennsylvania tallies showed that the Whigs
had a grand majority of 350 votes out of a total uf nearly 300,000. The
returns were heartbreakingly close; in several counties a few dozen votes
spelled the difference between victory and defeat; but acruss the nation
Harrison captured the presidency by an electoral vote of 294 to 60, and the
Whigs won control of both houses of Congress.®

I never was so much astonished or disappointed as at the result
in Pennsylvania,” Buchanan wrote to Van Buren. “But it is useless to
indulge in vain regrets. . . . The Whigs & Anti-Masons are now gloating
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over the prospect of driving me from the Senate. . . . Let them instruct me
to vote for a national Bank, and I shall glory in my political martyrdom.””

A REGULAR CHINESE PUZZLE

Buchanan found the meaning of the election peculiarly hard to decipher.
His own county of Lancaster and that of his birthplace, Franklin, had given
huge Whig majorities; in Huntingdon, home county of Governor Porter,
the Whigs had also won. The opposition, of course, had put all the money
and men it could into these particular areas, which had been in the un-
certain column since 1828. But Philadelphia had gone Democratic, if
only by a whisker. Here the pro-Bank Democrats did better against the
Whigs than anti-Bank Democrats—a regular Chinese puzzle. Did the
election mean that Van Buren would have to be run in 1844 to vindicate
his program, or did his defeat mean that he should not run again? Did
the election mean that Porter should step down in 1841? What was the
political aspect of the State Legislature? The anti-Masonic Whigs con-
trolled the Senate, but in the House the control lay in the hands of Phila-
delphia Democrats, who agreed with the Whigs on almost all financial
questions. Would the Legislature instruct Pennsylvania’s Senators to
destroy the Independent Treasury and create a new national Bank? And
what bearing had these matters on Buchanan’s chances for the presidency
in four years? He was sure he did not know, but he did know one thing:
they were a great deal less promising than they would have been if Little
Van were in the White House with King as his vice-president.

For the time being there was nothing to do but wait. *“Everything
here is quiet,” Buchanan wrote in December. ““Our true policy is for the
present to leave the Whig party to themselves. This party contains in
itself the seeds of its own destruction, if they are permitted to germinate
and bring forth their patural fruit.”?6 “The Whigs are composed of such
heterogeneous materials,” he assured his brother, “that they will probably
fall to pieces.”?

Actually, the election of Harrison helped the Pennsylvania Demo-
crats to solve their major problem, the Bank issue, for the state politicians
could now proceed to act on this without facing pressure and loyalty-tests
from a national administration. Buchanan had long agreed with Porter
on the common sense course, though the two had been forced to pull in
opposite directions because of the political requirements of their respective
positions. Now Buchanan went to work for the renomination of Porter
for governor, as the move best calculated to promote his own interests
in 1844.

William Henry Harrison died exactly one month after taking the
oath of office, leaving the presidency in the hands of Democrat John Tyler
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who had been placed on the Whig ticket as part of a weird horse-trade in
Virginia to get William C. Rives into the Senate. Rives, elected by Virginia
Democrats, joined with the Whigs in Congress; Tyler, elected by the Whigs,
now rejoined the Democrats.?8

To compound the shock, Biddle’s Bank suffered a run shortly
after resuming specie payments and closed its doors with such a resounding
crash that few expected they would ever open again. “The third crash of
the Bank of the United States so soon after its resumption,” wrote Bu-
chanan, “has taken us all by surprise. I sincerely hope it has made its last
struggle. . . . As long as it shall continue to exist, it will continue to
derange the business of the country.”®

What, in January, had looked like a bleak and hopeless prospect
for the Democrats, by April had blossomed into a whole garden of new
political promise. Porter was renominated for governor with the united
support of Buchanan, Muhlenberg, and the Philadelphia Democrats, a
“devilish strong team,”® There was scarcely a canvass; the Democrats
sent him back for a second term in November, 1841 by a huge majority
over his Whig opponent, John Banks.

Porter continued to be the key to Buchanan’s revived aspirations
for the presidency in 1844, for the fall of the Bank would flatten Dallas in
Philadelphia, leaving the Commonwealth solidly in the hands of the
governor and senator in alliance, a combination that seemed to be the
condition precedent to a serious bid for the White House. Porter, under
the terms of the new state Constitution, would have to retire at the end
of his second term and leave the field clear for Muhlenberg.

By August, 1841, the prospects looked even better than they had
in the spring. President Tyler had just vetoed the darling measure of the
Whigs, a bill for a new Federal Bank. His message had produced “prayers
and thanks to God on the one side; and imprecations and eternal vows of
vengeance on the other.”® “Never was there a party so completely used
up as the Whigs have been in so short a time,” wrote Buchanan. “A
Manifesto . . . will appear tomorrow from the Whigs in Congress reading
John Tyler out of the Whig Church and delivering him uver to Satan to
be buffeted.””3?

Still, there were plenty of thorny problems to svlve. Pennsylvania
had gone bankrupt; it could not pay the interest on its bonds. Porter had
delivered a strong message on banking reform which coincided with
Buchanan’s favorite views: prohibition of speculation in commaodities by
banks; state supervision of note issues to keep them within the limits
permitted by charter; elimination of bank notes under $10 or $20 in order
that employers would have to pay workmen in coin; and the summary
revocation of the charter of any bank which refused to redeem its notes
in specie on demand.
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But the Legislature, still closely balanced between Whig and
Democratic control, drew up its own bill and proceeded, with the usual
support of pro-Bank Democrats, to pass it over the governor’s veto. By
the new measure, Pennsylvania borrowed $3,100,000 from the various
banks for which they were permitted to issue paper currency against the
promissory note of a bankrupt state! There was no requirement of specie
payment, no control of bank issues, no curtailment of small notes—
nothing that was desired. Buchanan hit the ceiling. “My public life has
been stormy and tempestuous,” he wrote, “‘but no political event has ever
made me despond before. The last night was the first which I have ever
spent in sleepless anxiety. . . . It would seem that whether the Democratic
party are successful or defeated in the popular elections, the result in
regard to Banks is always the same. ... The value of this new currency will
fluctuate with the ever fluctuating value of [the State loan] on which
alone it rests . ... What a standard of value! . . . The State gives . . . the
Banks . . . the privilege of perpetual suspension. What miserable hum-
buggery! What could have been the reason why twelve Democrats de-
serted us and voted against the veto?”3

The same combination of Whigs, anti-Masons and pro-Bank
Democrats at Harrisburg used their tenure up to the election of October,
1841, to embarrass Buchanan by instructing him to vote against the Inde-
pendent Treasury, in favor of Clay’s Bank Bill, in favor of a resolution to
expunge the expunging resolution, and in favor of the Whig land program.
He obeyed the obnoxious instructions to avoid the necessity of resigning,
but debated vigorously in every case against the view he had to support
on roll call, justifying himself by the declaration that he spoke his own
views but was bound to respect his instructions.

The 1844 presidential race began the moment General Harrison’s
coffin was lowered into the grave. Van Buren? Calhoun? Benton?
Buchanan? Tyler? R. M. Johnson? Who would lead the Democracy?
The field looked so large and the results so uncertain that the friends of
Dallas and the Bank got up their own private movement in favor of Com-
modore Charles Stewart as Pennsylvania’s favorite son. *“The Commodore
has money enough,” reported Forney, “as those fellows know, and if he
is willing to bleed to have his name in print everyday, why let him enjoy
the novel immortality.”

Ridiculous as the drive was, Buchanan got quite excited about it.
The Stewart mangers bought up a whole string of editors who divided their
efforts between belittling Buchanan and puffing Stewart. If anything could
upset his prospects, Buchanan thought, just such a program might do it;
you could meet an antagonist who was well known, but how could you
handle & man with no political record? As the rash of “Old Ironsides”
Clubs spread, Buchanan marshalled his editors into defensive line. The
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battle turned out to be mainly a newspaper fight, but in the course of it the
Buchanan and Porter journals resumed their old-time feud and spread
abroad the suggestion that Porter would oppose Buchanan’s bid for re-
election to the Senate which was just a year away.®®

From Pittsburgh Buchanar. got the warning: “Porter is no friend
of yours and a dishonest politician.” He would trample his best friend to
get ahead and was covertly promoting a southern candidate for president
to get the second office himself.3¢ But Philadelphia reported that “Porter
is opposed to Stewart, and will take bold ground for you. .. . The Stewart
business is directed entirely against you.”3

Buchanan’s friends worked desperately to bolster him up. “You
must drive through” they told him.38 “Put your hand fairly to the plough
and play the game. Lay aside your usual modesty and neither look back nor
hesitate.”® *“Pennsylvania will be all right,” they assured him. “Stewart
is hung at the political yardarm, and knows you are the rising and strong
man,” Forget about them all, even Van Buren. People were “furiously
at loggerheads” about him, and as for Tyler, “he don’t go with the
democrats.”0

These men had some reason for their concern, because Buchanan
had developed a reputation for being unwilling to fight on his own behalf.
This trait governed much of his political thinking, and no phase of his
character bred more doubts, misunderstanding, and contempt among his
contemporaries. Buchanan had a phenomenal capacity for detachment;
he could view himself from outside himself and criticize freely what he
saw. He even wrote his ‘memoirs in the third person. He continually
placed himself and his friends on stage and went to the back of the theater
to look the cast over and figure out, with total lack of appreciation of the
personal impulses of the actors, what they ought to do to perfect the play.
He was the very opposite of John Forney, his excitable, hotly emotional,
young editor of the Lancaster Intelligencer.

Forney lived in cycles of stygian gloom or celestial happiness;
all men were either his bosom friends or bitter enemies; insults had to be
promptly avenged, if possible by a fist fight, and favors had to be promptly
repaid by favors. His was a life of lavish generosity and bankruptey, of
jubilation and hangover. Forney’s life depended upon Buchanan’s political
success; he attached himself like a leech, worked his heart out, and frankly
admitted that his object was to get future patronage.

Because of his violent temper, Forney continually got Buchanan
into trouble. He would see an insult where none was intended, and fre-
quently took the bait of a sly remark purposely tendered to get a rise out
of him, An able and powerful advocate, Forney regarded himself as
Buchanan’s confidential political manager, explosively attacked any pre-
sumed rival, and caused a great deal of resentment among Buchanan’s
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other friends. For years Buchanan kept the tight rein on Forney, writing
him to stop his attacks on editors or politicians whose support he needed.
Why, Forney complained, did he not stick 100 per cent with his true
friends and throw the others out of the window? Because, Buchanan
would explain patiently but with tart precision, no man had enough 100
per cent true friends to elect him dogeatcher; only united effort could win;
union could only be achieved by compromise, never by force. Force only
achieved two things: either the total destruction of one part of those who
disagreed, or a fight which destroyed both parties. Both results lost
elections. Forney must curb his personal feelings or Buchanan would
lose; and if Buchanan lost, Forney would certainly lose. Could anything
be plainer?

Buchanan used the dependence of others on him by threatening,
when they became insubordinate, to withdraw from politics or from Penn-
sylvania. When he felt that his editors were not active enough in repelling
the *“drop of blood” and “Ten Cent Jimmy” canards, he used this technique
and received the answer he expected from Forney: *I am sorry, indeed I
may say alarmed at the intimation you threw out of leaving Lancaster. . . .
The whole county have taken you to their heart of hearts; defending you
the more you are assailed. . . . Depart from Lancaster! Besides the shock it
must be to your friends—and I confess I speak interestedly—it would be,
as a matter of policy, . . . wrong in the extreme. Pardon me when I say
that we look up to you as our stay and support.”®! Time and again
Buchanan resorted to this technique, but Forney caught on quickly and in
times of crisis would play the same game, announcing his intention to quit
his newspaper and take up law, a threat usually good for a kind letter and a
loan of several hundred dollars from his patron.

Buchanan wanted the presidency but in a peculiar way; he did
not want to win it, he wanted to be invited into it. In September, 1841,
he wrote, “I would not wish you to bring out my name as a candidate for
the Presidency. It is yet too soon to agitate this question in the Public
Journals; and any premature movement would only injure the individual
it was intended to benefit. Besides I have no ambitious longings on this
subject. Let events take their course; and y only desire is that at the
proper time, the individual may be selected as our candidate who will best
promote the success of the party & its principles.”*? He, of course, would
be this person but a gentleman could not say so. “In regard to the Presi-
dency,” he told Reynolds, “'the real contest would seem to be between Van
Buren & myself; & if the Democracy of Penna. would sustain me with an
unbroken front I think my chances are fully equal if not superior tohis. . . .
Should there be even the appearance of a serious division in Penna., I
shall make my bow and retire.”3
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THE CREED OF A CONSERVATIVE

By the time the election of 1844 drew near, Buchanan had already served
twenty years as a legislator. The decade he spent in the Senate brought
him into daily contact with probably the most distinguished group of
American statesmen ever assembled there, a company including not only
five future Presidents of the United States (Van Buren, Tyler, Polk,
Fillmore, and Pierce) but also such parliamentary giants as Webster, Clay,
Calhoun and Benton. In this remarkable galaxy of American politicians,
Buchanan always stood on the periphery. He never, in all his legislative
career, had his name attached to an important bill or became the focal
point of public interest in a debate. He had talent for clear thinking but
none for self-dramatization. He brought to the senatorship great serious-
ness of purpose, readiness to debate and forensic ability, loyalty to party,
diligence in seeking facts, and a consistency of view which made his stand
on public questions easily predictable and gained him the nickname “friend
of the obvious.” With these tools of his trade he quietly exerted a great
deal of influence on important legislation, but his steady craftsmanship
attracted little public attention. It did, however, gain the respect and
often the admiration and thanks of his colleagues.

The well-ordered intellectual world of James Buchanan rested
upon principles behind which he rarely probed, and upon them he logi-
cally developed his political views. “‘Abstract propositions,” he once said,
*should never be discussed by a legislative body,” and he might have added
that concrete propositions should never depart very far from the stafus
quo or anticipate any very rapid change of society.

Buchanan believed that the essence of self-government was
restraint. Written constitutions, he thought, were the most useful inven-
tion of his age, but what were constitutions “but restraints imposed, not
by arbitrary authority, but by the people upon themselves and their own
representatives?” “Restraint,” he said, “restraint. . . . Sir, this Federal
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Government . . . is nothing but a system of restraints from beginning to
end.” That alone could preserve a Union of several dozen states which
differed from each other in their institutions, their people, their lJanguage,
their soil, climate, and products. In an enlarged view their interests
might appear to be identical, but “to the eye of local and sectional preju-
dice,” he noted, “they always appear to be conflicting.” Therefore,
jealousies would perpetually arise which could be repressed only “by
that mutual forbearance which pervades the Constitution.”® Mutual
forbearance, mutual accommodation, the avoidance of extremes, the
willingness of a majority to extend some consideration to the minority,
the acceptance of compromise as the only method short of war or despot-
ism for settling political disputes, these attitudes alone could perpetuate
self-government and the federal system.

In his senatorial career, Buchanan approached most closely the
role of statesman, for here he uniformly took the long view. His recom-
mendations on domestic and foreign policy, though attacked at one time
or another by every geographic section, were consistent and have remained
remarkably sound. At the base lay the conviction that political power,
in whatever form it existed, must always be held in check, and that the
United States Constitution provided all the machinery necessary for
this purpose.

Buchanan remained continually alert to partisan attacks upon
the delicate balances which the Constitution provided. As a Representative
he had led the battle to prevent Congress from emasculating the power of
the Supreme Court by repealing its authority to review state legislation.
As a Senator, he vigorously and successfully fought an effort of Clay and
Webster to deprive the president of the power to remove executive officers,
presenting arguments which raised him to eminence among serious students
of constitutional law. To give the Senate power to pass on executive re-
movals would subordinate the president to the Congress, *“a position,”
said Buchanan, “in which the Constitution of the country never intended
to place him.”?

In the debate to expunge the Senate’s resolution censuring Presi-
dent Jackson, he pointed out the constitutional problem: the Senate by
convicting an executive officer without a hearing, witnesses, or counsel
had destroyed its competence to act later as a court of impeachment. But
if the resolution condemning the president as a tyrant and usurper had
any basis of fact, then the executive should stand trial. Buchanan warned
that the procedure of legislative censure could easily lead to a star-chamber
substitute for impeachment, enable the Senate to destroy at will any
executive officer, and thus overthrow the structure defined in the Consti-
tution.? On another occasion he jumped to the defense of the veto power
of the president which angry Whigs, after Tyler’s veto of the Bank Bill,
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tried to amend out of the Constitution. Throughout his political career,
Buchanan could be found among those who tried to define clearly and to
keep strong the delicate lines which separated the three branches of
government and the functions of state and federal administrations. He
did not, like Calhoun, propose state supremacy; or like Webster, seek a
consolidated national government; but he sought to keep the state and
federal entities in their separate orbits, revolving without collision around
the sun of the system, the Constitution.

The great national economic issues of the 1830’s were the tariff,
banking, and public land. Buchanan condemned both free trade and
prohibitive tariffs because either system would impoverish one or another
part of the nation. Why should the northern Whigs and Democrats want
to bankrupt the South by the protective tariff of 18427 And why should
the southerners think it sensible to hold conventions in favor of free trade,
which would only put northern manufacturers out of business? Thus he
addressed the Senate, complaining all the while that he was “exposed to
fires from both sides, Mr. Clay and Mr. Calhoun.”

Buchanan voted, under instruction, for the high protective tariff
of 1842 but stated that he disapproved of the bill. He predicted, accurately,
that the measure would be replaced by another bill sponsored by the South
which would be too low, and that both enactments would prove contrary
to the best public interest. Why not split the difference and permit both
sections to share in a modest local prosperity, instead of using partisan
politics to aid one section to grow rich upon the ruins of another? Such
a political program he would always resist. Let people call him a trimmer,
or vacillating, or whatever they wished; he would sustain a balanced tariff
as constructive policy for the United States, and he would urge it in the
face of Webster, Calhoun, the Pennsylvania ironmasters, and the Mis-
sissippi planters. “I am viewed,” he said, “as the strongest advocate of
protection . . . in other States: whilst I am denounced as its enemy in
Pennsylvania.”

Buchanan took the same middle-ground position on the Bank
question. He strongly opposed unregulated state banking but, with equal
vigor, opposed the control of banks by the state. He wanted enough hard
money in circulation to pay workingmen’s wages, but he was enough of a
businessman and banker himself to know that an expanding national
economy demanded an elastic currency. His proposals for banks showed
there was a wide range of alternatives between wildcat banking and
total control.

Tariff and banking problems became entangled with the public
land policy of the federal government. Demand for public land encouraged
rash overissues of state bank notes; this currency, when paid into the
public treasury for land, created a surplus on the government books; and
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when a surplus showed, pressure mounted to cut down the tariff rates.
Then, when the paper money forwarded by the treasury to the state banks
for redemption proved worthless, the surplus was wiped out and the
treasury could not pay its bills with the tariff duties alone. Thus, tariff,
banks, and public land formed parts of a single economic problem.

For years the politicians had agreed to distribute any surplus
arising from the sale of federal land to the individual states in order to
draw off this eccentric source of revenue and to render the tariff fixed and
certain. In opposing this practice, Buchanan shrewdly observed that no
legislator would vote money for federal projects if he knew that a share
of any unspent money went to his home state. *“Man at his best is but a
frail being,” he said. If you placed his interest on the one side and his
duty on the other, he would generally promote his private advantage.
Buchanan also foresaw a fight over the terms of distribution, whether pro
rata to the states or in proportion to their population, the very question
which had nearly wrecked the Constitutional Convention of 1787. To
avoid all these problems he proposed to apply the surplus to the national
defense establishment., “With this money,” he said, “you might increase
your navy, complete your fortifications, and prepare for war; and you
would thus distribute its benefits more equally and justly among the people
than you could do in any other manner.””® This proposal, side-tracking
local interest and concentrating attention on a new and larger objective,
typified Buchanan.

FOREIGN AFFAIRS

Buchanan’s reference to preparing for war reflected the agitated state of
foreign affairs in the 1830’s. A war with France had narrowly been
averted; war with Mexico over Texas seemed a real possibility; and rela-
tions with England were strained by a succession of events: the Caroline
affair of 1837-1838, the Aroostook War in 1839, the Creole affair of 1841,
and the Oregon Question.

Buchanan, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee
for five years before the election of Tyler and an active member of the
Committee thereafter, brought in several reports on the Maine boundary
dispute before Webster became Secretary of State and began formal
negotiations with the British.

Buchanan reported that the Committee did not “entertain a
doubt of the title of the United States to the whole of the disputed terri-
tory,” but three years later Secretary of State Webster, considering the
maintenance of friendly relations with Britain to be more important to
the United States than the acquisition of a small segment of Maine, met
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Lord Ashburton in a conciliatory spirit and agreed to a compromise
settlement.®

The Webster-Ashburton Treaty passed the Senate in 1842 by a
large majority, but Buchanan voted against it for reasons which he ex-
plained at great length. After detailing the voluminous evidence sustaining
the American claim, he denounced Webster for failing to use his bargaining
power to advantage. If he had insisted on America’s rights in this matter,
he might have won concessions in others. He might have negotiated a
settlement of the Northwest Boundary Dispute, obtained redress for the
Creole and Caroline outrages, and forced Britain to abandon. her policy of
impressment on the high seas. Webster had not used diplomacy. He had
given up American territory for nothing, and prospects for settling other
Anglo-American problems were now no better than ever. Buchanan called
the treaty “‘an unqualified surrender of our territory to British dictation.””

At the opposite end of the country, along the southwestern border,
tension had risen nearly to the breaking point. The Mexican government
found it difficult to maintain order and could not protect the lives and
property of foreigners. Claims of injured United States citizens against
Mexico multiplied rapidly and American business there, once estimated at
$3,000,000 per year, dropped to $300,000. Then Texas revolted. The
Texans, most of them emigrants from the United States, set up the Lone
Star Republic, invited diplomatic recognition, and petitioned for admission
to the United States.

The Texas revolution of 1836 and the Canadian revolution of
1837 soon demonstrated the need for a stiffening of the American neu-
trality laws, for American citizens became involved in both affrays.
Buchanan now proclaimed the doctrine of the good neighbor. *“We have
three neighbors on our frontiers,” he said, “Canada, Texas and Mexico;
and the duties of good neighborhood require something more from us in
relation to them than could be strictly demanded under the law of nations.
. .. It is our duty to prevent our citizens from aiding in every revolutionary
movement against a neighboring government. . . . It is against all reason
and justice that in case of a sudden commotion in & neighboring country
. . ., the citizens of the United States should be permitted to take part with
the insurgents.”®

Carrying this doctrine one step further, he urged a policy of
nonintervention in the domestic affairs of foreign nations. Petitions had
been flooding the Senate in the spring of 1836 praying Congress “‘to recog-
nize the independence of Texas, and . . . to interpose to terminate the
conflict which now rages in that country.” It was natural, Buchanan
admitted, for the sympathies of American citizens to be “earnestly enlisted
in favor of those who drew the sword for liberty,” but to act on such
feelings was to ignore the teaching of the wisdom of the past. “We should
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never interfere in the domestic concerns of other nations,” he asserted.
The people of every nation had the absolute right to adopt any form of
government they thought proper, and the United States ought to preserve
the strictest neutrality. “The world must be persuaded,” he insisted.
“It could not be conquered.” Acting on these principles, the United
States had “‘always recognized existing Governments de facto, whether
they were constitutional or despotic. It was their affair, not ours.”®

But should the United States render aid to Americans struggling
for freedom in Texas? No, answered Buchanan, lest there be “suspicion
that we have got up this war for the purpose of wresting Texas from those
to whom . . . it justly belongs.”?® Should the independence of Texas be
recognized? Yes, “when the fact of their actual independence was estab-
lished—then—and not till then.” Was any act of the United States
required during the period of uncertainty? Yes, the United States Govern-
ment should rigorously prosecute “all persons who might attempt to
violate our neutrality in the civil war between Mexico and Texas” and
should inform Mexico and Texas that the United States would require
them both to scrupulously respect American territory.

On March 3, 1837, President Jackson recognized the independ-
ence of the Republic of Texas. The Texans had already voted in favor of
immediate annexation to the United States. These acts brought the
American people face to face with the two most crucial problems of the
age: territorial expansion and slavery.

EXPANSION AND SLAVERY

Buchanan vigorously urged territorial expansion. “This I believe,” he
said. *Providence has given to the American people a great and glorious
mission to perform, even that of extending . . . liberty over the whole
North American continent. Within less than fifty years, there will exist
one hundred millions of free Americans between the Atlantic and Pacific
oceans. . . . What, sir! prevent the American people from crossing the
Rocky Mountains? You might as well command Niagara not to flow. We
must fulfill our destiny.”!

But how could the nation fulfill this destiny without spreading
abroad the slavery system? “I feel a strong repugnance by any act of
mine,” wrote Buchanan, “to extend the present limits of the Union over
a new slave-holding territory.” The acquisition of Texas, he hoped, might
“be the means of limiting, not enlarging, the dominion of slavery.” In
every state not dependent upon cotton culture, economic pressure would
force gradual abolition. Where grain became a staple, slavery would bring
bankruptcy, and “‘if the slave don’t run away from his master, the master
must run away from the slave.” In Texas, slaves would run off into
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Mexico and there “mingle with a race where no prejudice exists against
their color.” Buchanan thought that if Texas should be annexed, it would
be divided into four or five states, in only one of which the soil and climate
would support slavery. But the annexation treaty itself ought to determine
the proportion of free and slave states. “Should this not be done, we may
have another Missouri question to shake the Union to its center.”’?

The Senate, in Buchanan’s day, was full of the sound and fury
of debates on slavery. He entered prominently into the discussions about
the circulation of abolitionist propaganda, presided over the committee
which had to solve the controversy over the right of petition, and acted
as spokesman for the North against Calhoun’s proposal to outlaw all
“intermeddling” with slavery in the national capital or the territories.

Several southern states, facing an inundation of abolitionist
writings which they considered an incitation to riot, outlawed the circula-
tion of such literature. The Senate considered a bill authorizing postmasters
to withhold mail they knew to be prohibited by state law and destroy it if
it were not claimed by the sender. Buchanan and Webster debated this
measure. The latter argued that it infringed the freedom of the press and
that mail, as private property, could not be destroyed. Buchanan defended
the freedom of the press, but he stoutly maintained that the government
had the right to refuse to distribute pamphlets intended to destroy it. He
asserted that no person could have any property right in articles which the
law forbade him to possess, whether the prohibitory law was state or
federal. It was, said Buchanan, *“a question not of property, but of public
safety,” applicable only in states where the people had declared, by law,
that their safety was threatened.’®

The discussion of the mails linked the cause of abolition with
the cause of civil liberties. This connection, so exasperating to the
defenders of the Union, was further emphasized by the long struggle over
the right of petition. The House of Representatives, faced with a mountain
of petitions from some 500 antislavery societies, eventually adopted a reso-
lution to table them all. This so-called “Gag Resolution” seemed a clear
denial of the right of petition guaranteed to citizens by the Constitution.

Buchanan became the center of the Senate fight over abolition
petitions when his colleagues made him chairman of the Committee to
consider the question of the prohibition of slavery and the slave trade in
the District of Columbia, the subject of most of the petitions. Buchanan
fought strenuously against an outright gag, but at the same time insisted
that no splinter group of citizens should be permitted to stop the machinery
of government by abuse of the petition device. As the debates on the
circulation of abolition mail had brought him into conflict with Webster
and the antislavery forces, the debates on petitions now brought him into
conflict with Calhoun and the proslavery advocates. I have not found,
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upon the present occasion,” he noted wryly, “the maxim to be true, that
‘in medio tutissimus ibis.’ ”’

When Buchanan presented a petition from the Caln Quarterly
Meeting of the Society of Friends, referring to the abolition of slavery in
the District of Columbia, Calhoun moved not to receive it. Buchanan
replied: “Let it once be understood that the sacred right of petition and
the cause of the abolitionists must rise or fall together, and the conse-
quences may be fatal. . . . We have just as little right to interfere with
slavery in the South, as we have to touch the right of petition.”4

Calhoun alleged that the people of no state were aggrieved by
conditions in the District of Columbia; what went on there was none of
their business; it was the concern only of Congress and the local inhabit-
ants. But who, asked Buchanan, is to judge “whether the People are
aggrieved or not? Is it those who suffer, or fancy they suffer, or the
Senate. The Constitution secures the right of being heard by petition to
every citizen; and I would not abridge it because he happened to be a fool.”1%

Buchanan asked Calhoun to withdraw his motion. “Why select
the very weakest position, one on which you yourselves will present a
divided front to the enemy,” he asked, ““when it is in your power to choose
one on which you and we can unite? . . . You place us in such a position
that we cannot defend you, without infringing the sacred right of petition.
Do you not perceive that the question of abolition may thus be indissolubly
connected . . . with a cause which we can never abandon?”

Buchanan proposed that the Senate should accept the petitions
but reject their prayer. To those who could not see any difference between
tabling and rejecting the prayer, he suggested the difference between in-
viting a man into the house, hearing his proposition, and then declining
to accept it or kicking him downstairs before he had a chance to speak.
And why should the prayer be rejected? Only because the nation was
bound in honor to respect the promise to the original donors of the District,
that slavery would not be disturbed there so long as it existed in Maryland
and Virginia.

After two months of heated discussion, Buchanan’s motion to
accept the petition but reject its prayer finally came up for a vote on March
9, 1836, and passed 36 to 10. “I rejoice at the result of the vote,” he
wrote. “Abolition is forever separated from the right of petition. The
abolitionists . . . must now stand alone.”®

Buchanan’s mail had been heavy during the height of the con-
troversy. A Quaker wrote him that the question had broken up the Caln
meeting.? Another wrote that the North ought to thank God it was rid
of slavery and be satisfied.’® Buchanan’s roommate, King of Alabama,
told him frankly that if the North persevered in its current course, “'then
we will separate from them.”?® On hearing this, Thomas Elder commented:
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“Let them withdraw and wade in blood before six months.”™® “It is
rapidly becoming a question of union or disunion,” wrote Buchanan to
the mayor of Pittsburgh. “If the progress of the abolition societies cannot
be arrested, I fear the catastrophe may come sooner than any of us antici-
pate. . . . Would it not be well to get up counter-societies of friends of the
Union?"2

John C. Calhoun now presented to the Senate an inflammatory

resolution:

That the intermeddling of any State or States, or their citizens,
to abolish slavery in this District, or any of the Territories, . . .;
or the passage of any act or measure of Congress, with that view,
would be a direct attack on the institutions of all the slave-
holding states.??

Buchanan, Benton, and most of the northern Democratic Sen-
ators labored to get these resolves buried in a select committee as rapidly
as possible, for they promised nothing but another acrimonious and
fruitless debate which would spread its poison throughout the nation.
Why, asked Buchanan, are our southern friends continually “driving us
into positions where their enemies and our enemies may gain important
advantages.” Were not the abolition attacks enough? Did the South,
too, have to assault the Union men of the North? ““Abolition thus acquires
force,” he said. “Those of us in the Northern States who have determined
to sustain the rights of the slave-holding states at every hazard, are placed in
a most embarrassing position. We are almost literally between two fires.”23

But what irked Buchanan most was the fact that the abolitionists
were preventing the achievement of the very result which nearly everyone
sought, the ultimate solution of the slavery problem. “Before this un-
fortunate agitation commenced,” he said, **a very large and growing party
existed in several of the slave States in favor of the gradual abolition of
slavery; and now not a voice is heard there in support of such a measure.
The Abolitionists have postponed the emancipation of the slaves in three
or four States of this Union for at least half a century.” If they continued
urging their mad schemes, they would “cover the land with blood.”
“The Union is now in danger, and I wish to proclaim the fact,” Buchanan
warned.2*

He reiterated this theme. *This question of domestic slavery is
the weak point in our institutions,” he insisted. ‘“Touch this question of
slavery seriously . . . and the Union is from that moment dissolved. . ..
Although in Pennsylvania we are all opposed to slavery in the abstract,
yet we will never violate the constitutional compact we have made with
our sister states . Their rights will be held sacred by us. Under the Consti-
tution it is their own question; and there let it remain.”25
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NO PEACE FOR PENNSYLVANIA

Buchanan hoped to complete the first stage of his plans for the presidential
nomination, firm control of Pennsylvania, before he came up for re-election
to the Senate in December, 1842. He had stated clearly that he would bid
for the presidency only if the Pennsylvania Democracy united solidly back
of him. With the Pennsylvania votes to manipulate in the national con-
vention, his prospects might be good, especially if the convention came
to a deadlock.

The State Legislature in the spring of 1842 eliminated the main
cause of Democratic schism by passing a banking act which provided
for gradual resumption of specie payments and conformed closely to
Buchanan’s ideas. The new law would, he wrote, enable the people “to
enjoy the advantages of well-regulated specie-paying Banks, without being
cursed by the evils of the present unrestricted system.” Biddle’s “monster”
lay dead, Tyler’s veto had put an end to the threat of a new Federal Bank,
and the Democrats after ten years were at last relieved of the ordeal of
party tests on the Bank question.!

The Dallas party was weakened because it had lost its chief source
of funds, and it could no longer create dissension by intruding the banking
issue; Buchanan was strengthened among the working classes because their
pay envelopes would now contain sound money rather than depreciated
shinplasters. As his popularity grew among the Irish Catholic laborers,
the millworkers and clerks, his managers in metropolitan areas urged him
to get busy and capitalize on his advantage. “If we now had a paper
in Philadelphia, what an impression we could make!” cried Forney.?
Cameron advised Buchanan to move permanently to Philadelphia.

Buchanan wrote noncommittal replies. He would not promote
his own elevation; he would not run away from home for political reasons;
he would let his friends work for him if they thought he was worth it, and
if not, he would be satisfied. He would do all he could to unite the party,

151



JAMES BUCHANAN

but would not stir a finger for the presidency. He would follow Jackson’s
motto: The presidency is an office not to be sought.3

Such replies went down hard with those in the field who were
spending their days making contacts and writing articles, and their nights
attending strategy meetings. They were spending their money, too,
keeping bankrupt editors out of the hands of the sheriff and entertaining
for the party. They agreed heartily with Benjamin F. Brewster of Phila-
delphia, but few had the guts to write, as he did: “Mr. Buchanan, we do
need some action. We do need some concert. We do need some decided
proclamation.”™

Forney urged Buchanan to take a political barnstorming trip,
for work was needed in New York, Ohio, Indiana, and the southern States;
but instead, Buchanan got out his two “little black books” in which he
kept annotated lists of state and national politicians and campaigned by
direct mail® Within Pennsylvania, a friend reported, “everything looks
bright, very bright. The ball has rolled on with a force and velocity alike
gratifying and astonishing. The feeling in your favor in this State is very
strong.” The Pittsburgh Manufacturer, a Whig paper, the Erie Observer,
formerly against Buchanan, and the Spirit of the Times, which had been
Stewart’s chief mouthpiece, all joined the Buchanan movement.

But trouble developed in the quarter where Buchanan had tried
hardest to prevent it. At the beginning of Porter’s second term, Buchanan’s
enemies tempted the governor to set up his own party, to try to get control
of the state delegation in the 1844 convention, and to use it to promote
himself. He would be out of a job in January, 1845; why give everything
to Buchanan when he might very well capture the vice-presidency? He
held Buchanan’s future in the hollow of his hand. Irritated by some of
Buchanan’s friends who made excessive demands for their fidgity support,
Porter succumbed.

The game would be to have the state Administration evince
interest in all the prospective presidential candidates so that when the
field narrowed, Porter could name his price for the Pennsylvania delegation.
Rumors had been flying about that the governor’s henchmen had been
cultivating Vice-President Richard M. Johnson, and in January, 1842, the
truth erupted with dramatic suddenness in a breakup of the state Cabinet.
Secretary of the Commonwealth Shunk resigned rather than obey Porter’s
order to transfer the state printing in Harrisburg from a Buchanan paper
to a journal which had been praising Johnson. Henry Petrikin, Shunk’s
deputy, also resigned, as did the Auditor General, the Treasurer and the
Librarian, all of them friends of Buchanan.

Porter’s new Cabinet became a kind of electioneering head-
quarters for Johnson during the summer. The governor arranged to have
*Qld Tecumseh” visit Pennsylvania in October, ostensibly to celebrate
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the anniversary of his victory at the Battle of the Thames. Buchanan
received an invitation to join the official party under an assurance that the
occasion was a historic observance, “entirely non-political,” but of course
he declined. Long before the celebrations at Williamsport and Danville,
however, Porter himself admitted that the Johnson movement had
burned out.”

Porter continued to write cordially to Buchanan, explaining his
Cabinet changes with the comment, “I would as soon attempt to control
the wind as manage some of these people.”® He renewed his promise to
treat all factions fairly and Buchanan, for his part, tried to calm his associ-
ates, which was not an easy matter for they were wild with rage at the
governor.

The Porter men now turned their interest to General Lewis Cass
of Michigan, who had just returned from his diplomatic mission in France.
A bluff westerner who had served as Secretary of War under President
Jackson, Cass aroused American chauvinism by his violent Anglophobia
and his ardent support of expansion. “Pennsylvania is the soil for Presi-
dent-making,” wrote Buchanan. He did not fear Cass as a presidential
rival, for the Pennsylvania Cassites, he predicted, would “damn any cause
in which they embark,” but he did fear that the local Cass movement would
be used to influence the coming senatorial election.?

Toward the end of 1842, Forney ferreted out a plot. Buchanan’s
organization had decided to hold a convention at Harrisburg on Jackson
Day, 1843, in order to place Buchanan’s name officially in nomination for
the presidency. This meeting would convene just before the Legislature
began balloting for his re-election to the Senate. Governor Porter’s friends
now prepared to bring General Cass to Harrisburg for a demonstration
immediately on the heels of the Buchanan convention, and to use the
general’s visit as a means of obtaining the senatorship for one of themselves.
The Cass men demanded that Buchanan should make his re-election con-
ditional upon his withdrawal from the presidential race or, if he wanted
to run for president, get out of the senatorial race. “If,” they said,
*Buchapan’s friends insist on filling every office . . . at Harrisburg . : .
with nome but his adherents, we will unite with the Whigs to defeat Ais
election.”0

The answer rested with the Legislature and, as Buchanan freely
admitted, “our past experience in Penna. has proven that the Representa-
tive does not always obey the will of his Constituents. . . . Our security now
is that the Whigs have no money to pay the wages of iniquity.”! It
would be close, for the “rebels” could count on the votes of ten Democratic
Cassites. “They must have Thirteen, at least, to effect what they desire,”

reported Forney. “This they never can get.""?
Forney’s prediction proved correct. By Christmas, the Cass-
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Porter men gave up and publicly announced their readiness to support
Buchanan. The Buchanan convention met on January 8, endorsed its
man and adjourned to await the action of the Legislature. That body
quickly re-elected Buchanan to the Senate and the convention then im-
mediately resumed its sessions.)d Forney made the address and introduced
resolutions proposing Buchanan for the presidency. The convention
tclosed in a burst of such enthusiasm as never was known in Harrisburg,
except during the Jackson campaign.’™

With the senatorial election past and the presidential struggle
just beginning, what were Buchanan’s prospects? Van Buren had gone on
a western tour during which he had visited Jackson at the Hermitage and
received the general’s blessing. The people, said Old Hickory, would
survey Little Van’s record and on “‘sober second thought” repair their
error of 1840. Buchanan’s friends, however, asserted that “every fool
will see that a course more destructive to the party [than the renomination
of M. Van Buren] could not be recommended by its most decided enemy.”
But Van Buren would run, and Jackson wanted James K. Polk of Tennessee
to go in as vice-president. Calhoun, too, would run with any assistance
he could get. He would promote the aspirations of as many competitors
as possible in order to throw the election into the House of Representatives.
Cass, with Pennsylvania’s aid, planned to take advantage of a convention
deadlock between Calhoun and Van Buren. Tyler saw the same prospect
and made a bid for Buchanan’s support, offering him a seat on the Supreme
Court. When Tyler failed to enlist Buchanan, he turned to Porter.

The best Buchanan could make of it was that Van Buren and
Polk, endorsed by Jackson, had the lead and would be supported by Dallas.
This ticket was sure to lose Pennsylvania and with it the national election,
but if Van Buren insisted, all would have to go along; the party could
survive a defeat better than a split. Calhoun would try anything and
remained an uncertain quantity. Tyler wanted to start a third party, but
he would discover he had no party at all, and anyone who played his game
would go down with him. Cass might prove formidable. Buchanan had
fewer enemies than any, but he lacked a national organization and had to
depend upon the effect of a united Pennsylvania delegation introduced
into a confused and uncertain convention. With the support of his home
state delegates working in harmony, there was a possibility that he would
be nominated. Otherwise, his chances were hopeless.

Buchanan predicted that Tyler would take the governor’s brother
into his Cabinet and “we shall have a Tyler party in Pennsylvania.”'¢ On
March 4, the president exploded his political bomb by naming Judge James
M. Porter Secretary of War, thus blasting Buchanan’s hopes of a united
Pennsylvania. Governor Porter now dismissed the few remaining “Bu-
chanan men—by God!” from state offices and tried toforce Tyler down the
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throats of his followers, but here he got a shock. Even the old faithful
Harrisburg Keysione, long Porter’s mainstay, refused to endorse Tyler.
When Porter took the state printing from it, Editor Orville Barrett quit
and joined Buchanan. The governor had written his political death war-
rant. “His fall,” wrote Buchanan, “has been more sudden than that of
any other public man I have ever known.”"

From New York came the word that Van Buren was regularly in
the field. “You are aware,” Buchanan wrote, “that he never has been
popular in Pennsylvania and that feeling which was formerly one of
indifference has been converted into positive dislike. I am sincerely sorry
for it; because should he be nominated he shall receive my decided sup-
port.”’® By midsummer the Van Buren band wagon began to pick up
speed in many states. The Philadelphians (Dallas, Gilpin, Henry Horn,
John K. Kane and others) jumped aboard. They invited Buchanan to be
their speaker at a celebration but he declined politely. Certainly his
chances had gone hopelessly overboard. The state administration had
become his enemy, Philadelphia had slipped out of his grasp, he had no
trustworthy support left but his own fraction of the party, and that was
committed, by his own orders, to Van Buren. And who would control if
Van Buren won? Dallas! After Congress adjourned on March 3, Buchanan
returned to Lancaster and went to bed with a bilious attack which tormented
him until the middle of June.!®

Buchanan took his usual tour through western Pennsylvania
during July and August, going to Mercersburg, Bedford, Pittsburgh and
Meadville. He had family business and political affairs to look after but
most of all he needed a rest cure. He thought of making a trip to the deep
South and stopping at the Hermitage to pay his respects to Jackson, but
ruled out the southern visit for fear of exposing himself to the charge of
electioneering.

The family visits gave welcome diversion, but not exactly relief.
The Mercersburg establishment was gloomy and beset with difficulties;
Jane Lane had passed on, and soon thereafter her husband had died very
unexpectedly. They left four more orphaned children in Buchanan’s
charge: two boys who were grown and could manage and two young girls,
Mary and Harriet, who needed homes. They were now in Charlestown,
Virginia, with their father’s relatives, where Buchanan would stop to see
them on his way home.2

Harriet Henry’s death a year after that of her husband left
nothing in Greensburg but melancholy memories. Her only son, ten-
year-old James Buchanan Henry, now lived in Lancaster under Miss
Hetty’s care. Harriet Lane would also move in very shortly, and possibly
her sister. He had prepared for them by buying a lot of Henry Slaymaker’s
furniture at a sherif’s sale and would set up quarters for half a dozen perma-
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pent or wandering family guests. It was time the King Street house was
fully furnished; he and Miss Hetty had used only a few rooms. He hoped
Miss Hetty would enjoy managing seven bedrooms and taking care of the
new kitchen equipment; and he hoped little Harriet would enjoy the piano.
He had paid $17.50 for it.#

Since the breakoff with his “intended” of the Kittera household,
Buchanan had become seriously interested in young Anna Payne who
lived with her famous aunt Dolly Madison in the gray house on Lafayette
Square in Washington, a popular resort of capital society. He grew quite
devoted to her and would in all probability have married her except for
the disparity in their ages. It had become a vogue in this period for young
girls to marry men old enough to be their grandfathers, but the results did
not always prove happy. Letting his better judgment overrule his heart,
Buchanan gave her up in an outburst of poetry.

In thee my chilled & blighted heart has found

A green spot in the dreary waste around.

Oh! that my fate in youthful days had been

T’have lived with such an one, unknown, unseen,

Loving and lov'd, t’have passed away our days

Sequestered from the world’s malignant gazel

A match of age with youth can only bring

The farce of ‘winter dancing with the spring.’

Blooming nineteen can never well agree

With the dull age of half a century.

Thus reason 'speaks what rebel passion hates,

Passion,—which would control the very fates.

Meantime, where’ere you go, what e’re your lot

By me you'll never, never be forgot.

May Heaven’s rich blessings crown your future life!

And may you be a happy, loving wife!??

His growing responsibilities as a guardian for nieces and nephews
and his increasing preoccupation with politics at length banished all ex-
pectation of a marriage for love. He put his thoughts wery frankly to his
old friend, Mxs. James J. Roosevelt, some years later. "I feel that it is not
good for a man to be alone,” he wrote, “and should not be astonished to
find myself married to some old maid who can nurse me when I am sick,
provide good dinners for me when I am well, and not expect from me any
very ardent or romantic affection.”®

THE DEMOCRATIC NOMINATION OF 1844

By 1843 his political prospects looked almost as forlorn as his prospects
for romance. Davy Lynch, for example, had been charged with accepting
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overpayments from the government for rent of the Pittsburgh post office
building. He faced trial and wanted Buchanan to get him out of trouble.
In the meantime Tyler would certainly remove Lynch and probably appoint
in his place J. B. Moorhead, who had voted against Buchanan’s re-election
to the Senate and had been working hard to seize control of the western
Pennsylvania Democrats.?4

But Moorhead’s threat was only one of many worries. The
Democrats had to select a candidate for governor in the spring, and Henry
A. Muhlenberg, just back from the Austrian Mission, expected Buchanan
to help him get the nomination. Muhlenberg, however, tried to fit back
into the associations of years before, allying with the old “improvement
men,” now friends of Porter; the old Van Buren men, now the Dallas
party; and the Moorhead faction in Pittsburgh. I believe,” Buchanan
said, I have not a personal enemy in the Democratic party of the State
who is not a devoted friend of Mr. Muhlenberg.”*

Francis R. Shunk also wanted to be the gubernatorial candidate
and demanded Buchanan’s help. Had he not resigned as Secretary of the
Commonwealth in order to conduct the fight against Porter in Harrisburg?
Were not all of Buchanan’s friends in the present canvass solidly back of
Shunk and against Muhlenberg? Could Buchanan withhold his support
under these circumstances?

The difficulty reached its most acute stage in Lancaster County
where all the jarring elements came into close contact. Buchanan stalled
Muhlenberg, explained the local events of the past several years, and
expressed a wish to stay entirely out of the contest. He would, however,
as an evidence of good faith, promise to deliver Lancaster County to
Muhlenberg. But he would take no part in the contest between his two
friends. Muhlenberg went back to Reading where his local party promptly
nominated delegates pledged to Van Buren to the coming state convention,

Van Buren’s partisans won so sweeping a victory in the organi-
zation of the national Congress that his subsequent nomination now seemed
assured. Buchanan was prepared for this eventuality, but not for the
angry reaction of his friends at home. Despite his repeated pledges that
he would not contest the nomination against Van Buren and that he would
not take sides between Muhlenberg and Shunk, he learned two weeks before
Christmas that his Lancaster newspaper was flying from its masthead the
slogan: “Win with Buchanan and Shunk!”?® The game was up. He
closed himself in his Washington room and worked all night on the draft
of an important letter; the most important, he knew, that he had ever
written.

Pushing aside half a dozen scratched over and interlined copies,
he took up a fair draft and read it. ““Washington, December 14, 1843.
To the Democrats of Pennsylvania. Fellow Citizens: After long and serious
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reflection, I have resolved to withdraw my name from the list of presidential
candidates to be presented before the democratic national convention.
This resolution has been dictated by an anxious desire to drive discord
from the ranks of the party, and secure the ascendancy of democratic
principles, both in the state and throughout the union. In arriving at
this conclusion I have consulted no human being. It is entirely my own
spontaneous act, and proceeds from the clearest and strongest conviction
of duty.”

7 Now, what else? He must thank his friends for their work and
show where the fault lay. When he had accepted the state nomination a
year ago he had said plainly that he would run only if the Democracy of
Pennsylvania “‘should resolve to offer my name to the national convention
.. . with that degree of unanimity which could alone give moral force to
their recommendation.” Anyone who had observed current politics would
have to grant there was now no unanimity, and that “the moral force of
Penusylvania with her sister states would be exerted in vain.” It would
be a hopeless contest; even his friends must admit it. He expected by his
withdrawal to “purchase harmony and unanimity in the selection of a
democratic candidate.” After sealing the letter, he addressed it to the
editor of the Lancaster Intelligencer.?”

During January and February of 1844, Buchanan essayed the
awkward task of remaining on friendly terms with both Muhlenberg and
Shunk. Lancaster County did not help when it elected delegates committed
to Shunk to the state nominating convention, contrary to Buchanan’s
wishes and his earlier promise to Muhlenberg. On March 4, the Democrats
meeting at Harrisburg nominated Muhlenberg for governor by a close vote
on the first ballot, thus giving at least an indirect endorsement to Van
Buren for president. Under pressure from Buchanan, Shunk agreed not
to split the party and promised his support to the settled ticket.

The road ahead now seemed clear for Van Buren, but that was
reckoning without Calhoun, Tyler, and Texas. On February 28, Secretary
of State Abel P. Upshur was killed by the explosion of the great gun “Peace-
maker” aboard the U.S.S. Princeton. Within a week, President Tyler had
determined upon a stroke of policy which, he hoped, would promote a
second term for himself. He would appoint John C. Calboun to the State
Department and annex Texas. Calhoun had already withdrawn from the
presidential race, but he had not yet committed his support to any of the
remaining aspirants; as a member of the Tyler Cabinet he might be induced
to support his chief.

John Calhoun accepted the State Department on April 1, and
by the 16th had completed a Texas Treaty, which Tyler submitted to the
Senate for action on April 22, 1844.28

The acquisition of Texas under the leadership of Tyler and
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Calhoun by means which seemed sure to provoke a war with Mexico put
every presidential aspirant on guard. To the North it appeared crystal
clear that a southern plot was afoot to spread slavery. To the South it
seemed equally apparent that her only future security lay in expansion.
Thus the questions of slavery and expansion were locked together and
thrust into the midst of the presidential canvass.

On April 20, Van Buren had written a letter to Congressman
W. H. Hammet of Mississippi, published a week later, stating that the
United States ought not to annex Texas. Clay came out the same day with
a letter taking essentially the same stand. Historians assume that this
simultaneous pronouncement by leaders of the two opposing parties had
been prearranged between them. Tyler, by his submission of the treaty
of annexation on April 22, stood before the country as the champion of
expansion.

Buchanan’s friends immediately urged him to reconsider his
withdrawal and to fight actively for the nomination. Cameron and J. M.
Read called a hurried meeting of the Pennsylvania Democratic Central
Committee to have delegates to the Baltimore Convention reinstructed
for Buchanan but failed because frenzied efforts of the Van Buren men
prevented the appearance of a quorum.?® Many begged Buchanan only
“to say one word to give the Baltimore Convention a chance to nominate
him” and Pennsylvania would swing into line, carrying other states with it.3°

By the middle of May, he had decided on the position he would
take, although it was not all that his friends demanded. He would not com-
pete with Van Buren for the nomination. But should the latter voluntarily
withdraw either before or during the convention, Buchanan’s supporters
could offer his name.3!

Many Pennsylvanians considered his attitude craven, but they
did not know the national picture as well as Buchanan did. General
Jackson disapproved of Van Buren’s stand on Texas, and was pressiog the
name of James K. Polk openly for vice-president and covertly for the first
place if a convention deadlock should develop. Buchanan could expect
no favors or public support from Jackson, and should he run independ-
ently he would be flying in the face of both Van Buren and Jackson. “I
confess,” he said, “that if I should ever run for the Presidency, I would
like to have an open field & a fair start. The battle has already been more
than half fought . . . and it would be difficult for any new man to recall the
forces which have already gone over to the enemy.”?

The Democratic Convention opened at Baltimore on May 27,
elected Hendrick B. Wright of Pennsylvania to the chair, and adopted the
two-thirds rule for nominations. With this regulation, Van Buren could
pot be nominated; without it, he would go in on the first ballot. Pennsyl-
vania’s delegates, who were instructed for Van Buren, voted nonetheless
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for the two-thirds rule which they well knew would exclude their candidate.
Having sabotaged Van Buren, these gentlemen then proceeded to vote for
him on the roll call for nominees, but after the first few ballots the Penn-
sylvanians went over to Buchanan, giving him the unanimous vote of the
state on the fifth ballot. Lewis Cass of Michigan ran strongly on the sixth
and seventh ballots, while Van Buren’s strength declined, but none of the
candidates came near the 178 votes needed.

The convention adjourned overnight, and by morning leaders of
the Pennsylvania and Massachusetts delegations had completed plans to
introduce Polk’s name to the deadlocked meeting. Polk drew 44 votes on
the eighth ballot, but before the ninth could be taken, the New York
delegation retired for consultation. Upon its return, Benjamin F. Butler
got the floor and read a letter of withdrawal from Van Buren. The con-
vention, in riotous confusion, then gave its unamimous approval to James
K. Polk as the presidential nominee. The vice-presidency went almost
unamimously to Silas Wright of New York as a peace offering to the Van
Burenites, but he declined the offer in order not to profit from his friend’s
defeat. George M. Dallas gladly accepted the vice-presidential nomination.

RED HERRING

Along with other Senators who remained in Washington during the con-
vention, Buchanan learned the news from Baltimore via the first official
trial of Samuel F. B. Morse’s telegraph instrument, which the inventor
himself was operating in the basement of the Capitol Building. The
Democratic platform included all the principles of 1840 with two additions,
the “re-annexation of Texas and the re-occupation of Oregon.” The key
issues would be expansion and the tariff.

The Whigs had already nominated Henry Clay on May 1, and
had adopted a platform which significantly failed to mention Texas and
which took a stand on the tariff just about as vague as that of the Demo-
crats. In Pennsylvania, at least, this issue, above all others, required
clarification.

Polk amplified his views on the tariff in a letter to John K. Kane
of Philadelphia, stating that *‘in adjusting the details of a revenue tariff I
have heretofore sanctioned such moderate discriminating duties as would
produce the amount of revenue needed, and at the same time afford
reasonable protection to our home industry.”3® This stand was weak
enough, to be sure, but it could be made to serve if editors like Forney
harped enough on the last phrase. The campaign ground was also defined
by the Senate’s rejection of the Texas Treaty, June 8. At that time Bu-
chanan made a long speech in support of the treaty and urged annexation
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for many reasons. Chief of these was his fear that Britain would take
control if the United States failed to annex.3 Polk’s letter to Kane and
the defeat of the Texas measure enabled Buchanan to sidetrack the two
main sectional issues of the canvass. He would simply state that Polk
was sounder on the tariff than Clay and merely point to the speech on Texas.

It was a busy and perplexing summer. Congress adjourned late
in June, and Buchanan took the usual fortnight’s vacation at Bedford
Springs. In the meantime, all manner of complications vexed the campaigns
of both parties. A Native American party grew strong in urban centers
and became involved in violent anti-Catholic riots in Philadelphia during
midsummer, requiring the presence of the governor and the state militia.
The Liberty party, with James G. Birney as its candidate, posed an uncertain
threat both to Whigs and Democrats. Clay befogged his position by hedg-
ing on his antiannexation stand, and Tyler, supported by office holders,
was running independently for re-election.

Cameron urged Buchanan to campaign vigorously for Polk in
Pennsylvania. “He must owe the state to you; and you can . . . command
the nomination in ’48.”35 Judge John Catron of the Supreme Court, a
Tennessean, wanted Buchanan to stump through the West for Polk. He
could pay a final visit to General Jackson, establish the personal contacts
he needed in that region for 1848, and place himself in debt to Polk who,
Catron added, especially wanted him to make the trip. There was added
appeal in the invitation because Buchanan was an intimate friend and
great admirer both of Mrs. Catron and of Mrs. Polk, and these charming
ladies repaid his good opinion of them with flattery and kindness.®®

The canvass in Pennsylvania changed rapidly. Henry Muhlen-
berg died on August 11, and Shunk immediately became the Democratic
candidate for governor. On August 20, President Tyler announced his
withdrawal from the presidential race, blasting Governor Porter’s hopes
of future eminence. Buchanan at once sought to pacify the disappointed
friends of Muhlenberg by obtaining pledges from Shunk that he would
divide the patronage with them. Buchanan’s next task was to persuade
Cameron to agree to call off his attacks on Shunk and obtain Shunk’s
promise not to proscribe Cameron’s friends for adhering to Muhlenberg.37?

Buchanan left on a speaking tour of northern Pennsylvania
during the first week of September. He was much worried by Polk’s
desire to make himself too clear on some things. “For Heaven’s sake let
our friend . . . write nothing more on the subject of the tariff,” he pleaded.
*et us alone & we shall do it.”38 He then proceeded to Danville, Milton,
Williamsport, and on up to Towanda where he addressed large crowds.
] have raised an excitement everywhere I have gone on the Bank ques-
tion,” he wrote on September 18, the day after his return. “Our friends
in that portion of the state will denounce the Bank as loudly as the Whigs
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do free trade. One excitement will countervail the other.”® The Bank
was a red herring to distract the attention of these people from the tariff,
which posed the most serious threat to the party. He advised Polk,
cautiously, that Pennsylvania would probably be safe, but by no huge
majorities. As for himself, he would have nothing to ask of the new
president, but would “expect much from the President’s lady. During
her administration I intend to make one more attempt to change my
wretched condition, and should I fail under her auspices I shall then
surrender in despair.”40

In the October elections, Shunk carried his ticket for governor,
and in November Polk won the presidency. It was a close election; but
the Democrats had squeaked through, and Buchanan deserved credit for
right guessing and canny manipulation in achieving the result. The next
four months would see the distribution of the rewards.
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THE STATE DEPARTMENT

Buchanan wrote to Polk immediately after the election, urging him to
make “‘young Democrats” the core of his Administration. “The old office
holders,” he said, “generally have had their day & ought to be content.™
This advice may possibly have been intended for self-protection in case
the president-elect ignored him, but it also meant to flatter Polk, the
npation’s youngest president, and it might serve to eliminate some of the
old party hacks.

The Pennsylvania electors unanimously recommended Buchanan
for the State Department, but Polk seemed in no hurry to move? There
were those who said that General Jackson had explicitly warned Polk
against including Buchanan in the Cabinet? By the end of January
Buchanan could stand the suspense no longer and asked Judge Catron, a
neighbor of Polk’s, to find out how matters stood. Catron replied that
Polk had “not indicated to any one the appointments he intends to make.”

In the meantime, Buchanan tried desperately to achieve unity
within the new state administration, insisting that Shunk should appoint
a Muhlenberg man to a prominent cabinet post and avoid participating in
the election for United States Senator which would take place in Harrisburg
just after the governor’s inauguration. He advised Shunk “not to take
part in favour of any candidate for the Senate, but to express your opinion
strongly and decidedly in favour of an adherence to caucus nominations.”®
Shunk tried to foster a union of the state factions by his appointments,
but he achieved only the curses of both sides for his efforts.® The
Democratic caucus for Senator ran into a deadlock between George W.
Woodward, the Shunk candidate, and Nathaniel B. Eldred of the Muhlen-
berg faction with the result that the Legislature elected Daniel Sturgeon,
the incumbent.

Shortly thereafter, on February 17, Buchanan got a letter from
Polk inviting him to be Secretary of State. The form letter, which Polk
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sent to all appointees, was unique in the history of presidential invitations
to Cabinet service. It read, “Should any member of my Cabinet become a
Candidate for the Presidency or Vice-Presidency of the United States, it
will be expected . . . that he will retire from the Cabinet. . .. I will myself
take no part between gentlemen of the Democratic party who may become
aspirants or Candidates to succeed me in the Presidential office, and desire
that no member of my Cabinet shall do so.” Polk wanted no Department
head to use the federal patronage to promote the interests of his personal
political machine.”

Buchanan’s letter of acceptance clearly demonstrated his fitness
for the diplomatic post. I cheerfully and cordially approve the terms on
which thi¢ offer has been made,” he wrote. But he could not control
what others might do in his behalf, and he could not in justice to his
friends take the office “‘at the expense of self-ostracism.” *I cannot
proclaim to the world that in no contingency shall I be a candidate for the
Presidency in 1848,” he continued. But in that event, he would retire
from the Cabinet, unless Polk asked him to remain. “If under these
explanations, you are willing to confer upon me the office of Secretary of
State, I shall accept it.”’8

Buchanan terminated his senatorial career with a ringing speech
in favor of the resolutions for the immediate annexation of Texas. These
contained a provision applying the Missouri Compromise line to all land
which should be acquired under the term *“Texas.” “I am not friendly
to slavery in the abstract,” he said. “I need not say that I never owned a
slave, and I know that I never shall own one.” But the price of continued
unity rested on the willingness of all to recognize the plain constitutional
rights granted to each part. “The constitutional rights of the south, under
our constitutional compact, are as much entitled to protection as those of
any other portion of the Union.” If it was a question of slavery south of
36° 30’ or the end of the Union, he would *“never risk the blessings of this
glorious confederacy.” Three days before the inauguration, President
Tyler signed the joint resolution for Texan annexation.

In the weeks remaining between the profer of the State Depart-
ment and the date of assuming his new duties, Buchanan worked day and
night, writing letters, seeing visitors, consulting upon the political problems
of Pennsylvania, and arranging for new quarters befitting the social obliga-
tions of a Cabinet member. On the advice of Mrs. Stephen Pleasanton he
eventually decided upon a house on F Street, between 13th and 14th, next
to the residence of John Quincy Adams and just a block from the State
Department building. He could rent it for $2,000 per year, elegantly
furnished and with nearly enough chinaware for state occasions. He sent
to Paris immediately for an ornament for the center of the table for, as
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the ladies informed him, “you cannot set a handsome dinner without one
and they are not to be had in this country.”?

But most pressing of all, he had to master the details of the work
of the Department. Handling the diplomatic functions gave him little
concern, but the State Department was not only a diplomatic office; it had
become a receptacle, so to speak, for all kinds of odd jobs which Congress
for thirty years had been dumping into it, without providing sufficient
personnel.

The Department had been divided into the Diplomatic, the
Consular, and the Home Bureaus. In the Diplomatic Bureau, five clerks
handled the correspondence with all the American embassies, but none of
them had the authority to sign a paper or to decide any question, however
trivial. In the Consular Bureau, three clerks tried vainly to keep in touch
with over 150 American consuls, with the result that almost all the infor-
mation the consuls forwarded was useless because there was no one to
digest, arrange, or publish it. But the third bureau was the one most
understaffed. It had the functions of accounting and disbursing funds for
diplomatic agents, receiving bills from Congress and transmitting them to
the president, filing official papers, printing the laws, and translating diplo-
matic correspondence. The Home Bureau was also in charge of issuing
patents and copyrights, taking the federal census, affixing the seal of the
United States on innumerable documents, keeping the government ar-
chives, issuing passports, preparing and filing correspondence relating to
pardons, and handling various other tasks which made its functions an
administrative monstrosity. Seven clerks were assigned to handle this
mountain of business. “The consequences of this accumulation of business
upon the head of the department,” Buchanan wrote after brief acquaint-
ance with his task, “must be manifest to everyone. He must either
neglect the national interests or the subordinate but pressing business
involving the rights of individuals.”*!

After an introduction to the mechanics of his office, Buchanan
requested Calhoun to assist him for a while after inauguration day and the
South Carolinian courteously remained for an extra week. Buchanan
asked Caleb Cushing to take the Chief Clerkship with the explanation that
he hoped to have it made an Assistant Secretaryship soon, but Cushing
declined.’? William S. Derrick, who had served in the Department since
1827, remained Chief Clerk until August when Buchanan selected Nicholas
P. Trist, former consul at Havana, for the post. He appointed Robert
Greenhow, husband of the young, beautiful and impish Rose O’Neal
Greenhow, as Librarian and Translator, and Lund Washington, Jr. as
Archivist.

James Knox Polk ushered onto the American scene a program
known as the “New Democracy.” He called to its standard men whose
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devotion to national causes outweighed their sectional loyalty, men who
believed that it was better to achieve a large growth of national power
along with a small growth of slavery than to stop American expansion in
order to prevent any further extension of the slave labor system. Most
of them would have agreed with Buchanan’s statement that slavery could
not be treated in politics as a matter of general morality affecting the con-
sciences of men but only as a question of constitutional law. The New
Democracy sought the development of commerce by promoting free trade;
advocated the acquisition of Oregon and California; and tried to minimize
the slavery issue.

The giants of Jackson’s day found no place in Polk’s Cabinet.
Van Buren’s Barnburners had already become strongly tinged with political
antislavery and opposed Texan annexation. Calhoun had gone too far on
the subject of the slave system as a positive good, alienating many who had
once politically defended the South, even if they deplored the system of
slavery. Old Benton, fearing a fight over slavery in new lands, opposed
expansion. These leaders represented the three strongest factions of the
old Democracy.

Polk appointed Buchanan to utilize his diplomatic experience
and placate his faction in Pennsylvania. Robert J. Walkei of Mississippi,
a shrewd financier with a keen interest in Texas bonds and transport
speculations, became head of the Treasury. He was a commercial man
and a staunch advocate of free trade. He had married a niece of Vice-
President Dallas and favored his party. William L. Marcy of New York,
Secretary of War, was one of the Hunker leaders, an open enemy of Van
Buren. George Bancroft of Massachusetts, Secretary of the Navy, had
led the movement to introduce Polk’s name to the Baltimore convention.
John Young Mason of Virginia, Attorney General, and Cave Jobnson of
Tennessee, Postmaster General, completed Polk’s Cabinet.

THE PERILS OF THE PATRONAGE

Polk’s early decision not to seek re-election made it more difficult for him
to restrain Cabinet members from working for the 1848 nomination. He
had to give close personal supervision to prevent the improper use of the
patronage by any individual who might try to start a presidential band
wagon for himself by making strategic federal appointments. Also the
president had to maintain the strength and vitality of the Democratic
party in critical states by a careful distribution of jobs. Otherwise, his
party would lose the election in the next presidential campaign.
Pennsylvania and New York were politically the two most im-
portant states in the Union. Together they controlled an electoral vote
nearly equal to that of the total area south of the Ohio and Potomac Rivers
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and elected one-fourth of the Congressmen of the whole nation. In both
of these vital states the Democracy was critically split. In New York the
differences were so great that there was no hope of early unity; in Pennsyl-
vania, however, the factions were not so divided as to rule out the possibility
of achieving harmony.

When Buchanan accepted the State Department and resigned his
seat in the Senate, this prize came into contest between the friends of Shunk
and the Muhlenberg men who knew, by this time, that Shunk would not
meet their demands for state patronage. Had Polk issued his invitation to
Buchanan early in January the Pennsylvania Democrats might have taken
a long step toward reunion by electing to the Senate at the same time a
representative of each of the two rivals. As it was, neither faction had
won the January election and now both were bent on having the remaining
place. On March 12, most of the Democratic legislators held the usual
caucus and named as their candidate George Woodward, whose low tariff
and expansionist views agreed with Polk’s. Buchanan avoided committing
himself to any person, but he did advise all Democrats to follow the time-
honored procedures, which could be interpreted as a pat on the back for
Woodward.

But Cameron’s friends boycotted the caucus and laid their own
plans. Cameron had already told Buchanan that be wanted to be a Senator,
but having gotten no encouragement he planned to win on his own.)® Two
weeks before the March election he wrote to a colleague, “Strange as it
may seem, I can be the successor of Mr. Buchanan. . .. The election will
not . . . be made by a caucus this time.”

Cameron assured the Whigs in the Legislature that he ardently
wished to retain the tariff of 1842 and got the backing of more than a
dozen Democrats who favored high protectionism. To the Native Ameri-
cans, he confided his earnest wish to restrict foreign immigration and to
curtail the political power of the Catholics. On March 14, Cameron won
the senatorship by a combination of 44 Whigs, 16 Democrats, and 7 Native
Americans. It was a blow to Polk, a blow to Shunk, and nearly a knockout
to Buchanan who had just gone on record in support of caucus decisions.
He could not condone Cameron’s action but, with the Senate almost evenly
divided, he could ill afford to declare open war on him and forfeit a vote.
Buchanan’s friends raged like wild animals. *“Simon Cameron’s the Sen-
ator! God save the Commonwealth,” groaned Forney. With this inaus-
picious beginning, the fight for federal patronage started.'®

The infuriated Democrats of the caucus wrote to Vice-President
Dallas and to Buchanan, asking them to lend their weight to the Democratic
condemnation of Cameron and to read him out of the party. But Dallas,
while decisively condemning the breach of party usage, refused to censure
a man who now would sit in