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This month we depart from our usual scientific subject to bring you the story and romance of 

Wheatland with the hope that you will go and visit this charming house and for an hour 

experience the quiet and gracious living of the nineteenth century. 

 

Wheatland was built in 1818 by William Jenkins who as then president of the Farmers Bank of 

Lancaster.  He named it “The Wheatlands” because of the beautiful view of waving wheat fields 

around it.  In 1845, the mansion was purchased by William Meredith of Philadelphia.  He used 

Wheatland as a summer home until 1848 when it was sold to James Buchanan who was then 

Secretary of State in President Polk’s cabinet.  Mr. Meredith very generously sold it to Buchanan 

for exactly the amount which he had paid for it - $6,750. 

 

James Buchanan was born on April 23 1791, near Chambersburg.  After attending Mercersburg 

and Dickinson College at Carlisle, he came to Lancaster in December, 1809, and began the study 

of law.  In 1814, he marched with other volunteers to the defense of Baltimore and when the War 

of 1812 was over he returned to his law work. 

 

As a rising young lawyer, he was welcomed in the finest homes of Lancaster and he became 

engaged to Anne Coleman, daughter of one of the most aristocratic families.  Her father was 

Robert Coleman, the wealthiest man in Lancaster.  He as the owner of iron furnaces and served 

as Associate Judge of the Lancaster County Courts.  But in the summer of 1819 their 

engagement was suddenly broken and in the following December all Lancaster was shocked to 

hear of her death in Philadelphia. 
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There are several stories about the cause of the broken engagement but apparently due to a 

misunderstanding, Anne a forbidden by her father never to see Buchanan again and no 

explanation would change his attitude.  Neither Buchanan nor anyone else in Lancaster ever 

found out what caused her death.  Apparently she left Lancaster in the best of health and the next 

day she was dead.  There were rumors of suicide and thus started the bitter hatred of the 

Coleman’s [sic] for Buchanan.  Inside the iron fence which surrounds St. James Churchyard at 

Orange and Duke Streets stands a marble tombstone. 

 

Anne Caroline Coleman, died December 9, 1819 

 

Aged 23 years. 

 

This is the reason that Buchanan remained a bachelor all his life.  In 1821, he was elected to 

Congress and he now began a distinguished career in public life. 

 

Harriet Lane was born in Franklin County in 1830 and she was the youngest of several children 

orphaned by the death of their parents. At the age of 9, Harriet wisely chose her uncle, Senator 

James Buchanan as her guardian and a bond of affection developed between them.  He knew 

how to blend official authority with an uncle’s love and in 1843 he wrote to her at a boarding 

school in Charlestown, West Virginia, “How proud and happy I should be to acknowledge and 

cherish you as an object of deep affection could I say, she is kind in heart amiable in temper and 

behaves in such a manner as to secure the affection and esteem of all around her.”  

 

In 1832, Buchanan was appointed Minister to Russia and in 1834 he was elected to the United 

States Senate.  Wheatland was purchased in 1848 and that became his permanent home.  In 1853, 

he was appointed Minister to Great Britain.  He wrote to Harriet “I think that a visit to Europe 

would spoil you outright” but on April 29, 1854, Harriet left New York for London.  Buchanan 

became a favorite at the Court of St. James and the popularity of his niece added to his own.  

Queen Victoria bestowed on her more honors than were according any other foreign woman.  In 

an effort to keep her from becoming too vain he said to her, “Well a person would have supposed 

you were great beauty to ladies in America.  I answered yes and many much handsomer.  She 

would scarcely be remarked there for her beauty.” 

 

Harriet returned to the United States in October, 1855, and the next year her uncle as nominated 

for President of the United States. This was at a time when the feelings on slavery were running 

high and Buchanan, who as a politician and not a statesman tried to compromise.  Harriet served 

as his official hostess a the White House until Lincoln as inaugurated and one of the outstanding 

events of her life in the White House as the five day [sic] visit of Albert Edward, Prince of 

Wales, in October, 1860.  
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In1861, Buchanan returned to his home at Wheatland and Harriet lived there with him.  Six years 

later she married Henry Elliot Johnston who was a member of a Baltimore law firm and a friend 

from childhood.  In 1867 Buchanan died at Wheatland and at Harriet’s death in 1902, she 

bequeathed her precious mementoes historical objects and famous pictures to the government 

and they are now part of the National Collection of Fine Arts, Smithsonian Institution.  

 

 So this is the story of Wheatland.  We can not [sic] urge you too strongly to visit this beautiful 

 mansion which is so well presented by the Junior League of Lancaster and relive some of the 

history of this family.  And when you are there visit the beautiful building of the Lancaster 

County Historical Society next door and see the library, the beautiful meeting room and the 

museum in the basement.  I’m sure you will be quite welcome. 
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