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April 23, 1919, at Buchanan’s tomb. 

 

James Buchanan – Neglected Statesman. 

By 

Dr. S. K. Stevens, State Historian 

 It is a genuine honor to be here to deliver the address in connection with this annual 

observance of the birthday of James Buchanan, the neglected statesman of our history.  It is 

especially appropriate that Lancaster, where he spent his last years and where he died, should be 

the scene of such an observance.  It is a happy situation when Legionaires [sic] of today take the 

time to recall and to memorialize the past and its great figures. 

 It is my firm conviction that this type of local observance, which roots the history of our 

great nation in the life of our states and our communities, is one of the surest ways to build the 

foundations of a great national feeling and a sound Americanism which will strengthen us and 

serve us during the trying days which are ahead.  Our institutions of liberty, tolerance of freedom 

of thought and expression, and the practice of the benefits of free government responsible to the 

people have been shaken and challenged by the stress of world events of the past few years.  

These are indeed troubled times, and we need to refer to the past for strength and for guidance. 

 Few figures and few eras in American history offer us more food for thought that James 

Buchanan and his times.  I doubt if ever before or since had this nation been so shaken and 

threatened at its foundations as in the era between 1850 and 1860.  Those were eight dreadful 

years almost beyond relief as we see them in our time.  The era of the Civil War and its prelude 

still remain something of a mysterious semi-hallucination to me.  I find it hard to imagine a time 

in this country when brother fought brother and father fought son over such nebulous political 

issues.  But the fact remains that they did so fight. 

 As we look back today upon the issues which produced civil war in American we can 

view them with an aloof tolerance which leads us to appreciate the true nature of the situation.  

The Civil War came about as the work of extremists in both the North and the South.  The fine 

art of compromise was at long last lost between 1850 and 1860 and war was the only way out.  I 

have never subscribed to the idea that the Civil War was an inevitable conflict.  It could have 

been prevented had there been enough opportunity for the triumph of reason.  The extremists of 

abolitionism raved and ranted and colored the thinking of the South about the North.  In the 

South states rights extremists raved and ranted and colored the opinion of the North.  The final 

triumph of the extremists came when southern hotheads fired upon Fort Sumter and made the 

war a reality. 
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It was the fate of James Buchanan to occupy the presidency of the United States when the 

extremists were sewing the seed for the whirlwind.  Inevitably, it was therefore his fate to 

become one of the most misunderstood and maligned men in our entire national history.  In 

history it is a matter of record that most leaders are misunderstood and are maligned by a large 

percentage of the people.  But it is also a matter of record that these men retain in the minds of 

the majority of the people a certain prestige and appreciation of their true worth. And historians 

are quick to assess their true merits. 

 This was not so in the case of James Buchanan.  Even today, historians are inclined, in 

my opinion, to under estimate the true importance and the true character of James Buchanan.  I 

would not contend, please understand, that Pennsylvania’s first and only President was among 

the greatest of our national leaders. I do contend that he was a much greater and more significant 

figure than has been commonly recognized.  He is entitled to a more important place in our 

national history and a majority of historians, at least up to the present, have accorded him. James 

Buchanan has indeed been a neglected statesman of our history.  Actually, his public services 

began as a member of the House of Representatives in the General Assembly of Pennsylvania in 

1814 while the War of 1812 was still in progress.  He entered the Congress of the United States 

in 1820.  In Congress in one of the early debates he stated his position upon slavery.  It was a 

moral and political evil, but the situation was one which could not be remedied by the fanatic.  In 

the light of later history, this was an honest and an intelligent statement.  Unfortunately, strict 

honesty and intelligence are not always recognized as virtues. 

 By 1831 Buchanan was Minister to Russia.  In 1833 he was mentioned to fill a term as 

secretary of state.  When he returned to the United States he was elected to the U. S. Senate.  Mr. 

Buchanan rapidly emerged as an outstanding national party leader and was prominently 

mentioned for the presidential nomination as early as 1844.  During the administration of James 

K. Polk, Buchanan served a full term as Secretary of State. 

 Those were the hectic days of manifest destiny and a war brewing with Mexico over the 

annexation of Texas.  Few American secretaries of state in peacetime have faced more vital 

national problems of diplomacy or dealt with them more ably than Buchanan.  Our relations with 

both England and France were strained by the Texas question. In Oregon our expansionist 

tendencies ran head on into Great Britain. American expansion had even leaped across the broad 

waters of the blue Pacific to the tropical islands of Hawaii.  Here too were problems of 

international relationships of great importance to American destiny.  The monarchies of Europe 

were generally disturbed at the aggressiveness of the rising power of the youthful American 

nation. 
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 To these situations Buchanan contributed several masterly statements of American 

policy.  He affirmed American claims to Oregon with powerful logic and yet kept the door open 

for negotiation and avoidance of war.  He likewise held firmly to the American right to annex 

Texas in the face or Mexican protests.  For Hawaii, he re-stated the basic importance of 

American interests in the Pacific, both present and future, and placed the Islands definitely 

within the orbit of our protection against possible extinction of their independence by other 

powers.  Based upon Buchanan’s advice, Polk provided a vigorous general re-statement of all the 

fundamental principles of the Monroe Doctrine in his messages to Congress. 

 It was upon retiring from these arduous tasks that Buchanan gave up his house in 

Lancaster proper and bought what was then a country estate at Wheatland.  In 1852 there was 

again a vigorous campaign n to induce him to run for the presidency, but the familiar “dark 

horse”, [sic] this time in the person of handsome Franklin Pierce won the honor.  Buchanan’s 

return to public life as minister to England, a very important diplomatic mission, at all times. 

 This brief review of Buchanan’s career should dispel any thought that he was a nonentity 

prior to 1856,  His nomination and election to the presidency were the fruition of many years of 

the most worthy and distinguished public service.  For forty-two of his sixty-five years James 

Buchanan had been a servant of the nation.  Few men were better equipped for the presidential 

office at any time in our history. 

 Why then the so-called failures of the Buchanan administration?   The estimate of 

historians, after decades of delay, is swinging around to an understanding of the fact that the 

Buchanan administration was not a failure.  It was rather a struggle to reconcile the irreconcilable 

in terms of the view of extremists of the North and the South.  Buchanan and his aides were 

among the most experienced men of the time, but the problems which confronted them were 

unprecedented. 

 Buchanan has been accused of vacillation and indecision; but it is difficult to see where 

Abraham Lincoln was anything else in the period between his inauguration and Forth Sumter’s 

fall.  It was been said that Buchanan did not understand the intensity of southern extremist 

feeling, but neither did Lincoln.  It is interesting to review the more recent treatment of the first 

few months of Lincoln’s administration, shorn of undue hero worship, and to compare the 

actions of Lincoln as against those of Buchanan.  The Pennsylvanian, it must be remembered, 

suffered under that added handicap of occupying the White House at a time when the nation was 

falling apart and a new president elected but not yet inaugurated.  Furthermore, the Democratic 

incumbent was faced with a serious division within the ranks of his own party.  The decadence of 

the Democratic Party between 1856 and 1860 must be given a major place in explaining the  

MG-96_Folder 042_1949  



4 
 

increasing drift toward disunity during the era.  The verdict of history is veering more and more 

toward the point of view that the last few month of the Buchanan administration, which have 

damned his reputation, were the product of conditions over when no man could have exercised 

adequate control. 

 Action by Buchanan would have precipitated war at the most dangerous period of 

changing administrations.  As it was, conflict was delayed until the newly elected Republican 

President could face the issue with a united party and new principles for dealing with the 

situation.  From retirement at Wheatland James Buchanan wrote in 1861, “The present 

administration had no alternative but accept the war instigated by South Carolina or the Southern 

Confederacy.  The North will sustain the administration almost to a man; and it out to be 

sustained at all hazards.”  Those were the words of a true patriot; a man who loved the American 

Union but who had been fated to sit helpless and watch its dissolution.  On Jun 1, 1868, James 

Buchanan passed away, his statement of 1861 vindicated; the Union he loved sustained and 

baptized in blood. 
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