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FIVE EX-PRESIDENTS
WATCHED THE LINCOLN ADMINISTRATION

Presidents who retire from office are expected to become
“slder statesmen.” Former President Richard M. Nixon seems
currently to be bidding for that status by promising to speak
occasionally “in non-political forums." He will stress foreign
policy, he sayvs, because partisanship is supposed to end at
America's shores. He promises to be above the partizan
battles of the day: he will become an elder statesman.

In Lincoln's day, Presidents who left office did not auto-
matically assume the status of elder statesmen. The five sur-

viving ex-Presidentsin 1861 — Martin Van Buren, John Tvler,

;I

Millard Fillmore, Franklin Pierce, and James Buchanan —
did have enough reputation for being above the party battles
for it to be suggested more than once that they meet to find
remedies for the secession crisis. That such a meeting never
took place is eloquent testimony to the weakness of the non-
partisan ideal in the nineteenth century. The broad public did
not regard these men — and the ex-Presidents did not regard
each other — as passionless Nestors well on their way to
becoming marble statues. They proved, in fact, to be fiercely
partisan.
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FIGURE 1. Lincoln met two former Presidents shortly before his inauguration in 1861. Millard Fillmore greeted him
in Buffalo, New York, and he met the incumbent, James Buchanan, twice in Washington. Reporters indicated thatin
both cases Lincoln chatted amiably, but no one knows the subjects of their conversations.
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It was an irony that John Tyler came nearest to assuming
an official status as a nonpartisan adjudicator in a confer-
enice meant to reconcile the sections, for he would later dem-
onstrate the greatest partisan difference from the Lincoln ad-
ministration of any of the former Presidents. By November of
18680, Tyler already thought it too late for a convocation of
representatives of all the states to arrive at a compromise
settlement which would save the Union. He did recommend a
meeting of “border states” which would bear the brunt of any
sectional war in the event a compromise was not reached.
New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, [llinois, Michi-
gan, Delaware, Marvland, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennesses,
and Missouri could at least arrange a peaceful separation of
the South if they could not keep the Union together. Tyler's
proposal never bore fruit, but, when the Virginia General As-
gemhbly proposed a
peace conference of all
states in Washington
for February, 1861,
Twler became one of
Virginia's five com-
miHSiﬂl‘lEl’H at l.]'!l" Q-
vention. The delegates
in Washington elected
Twler president of the
conference unanimous-
ly, but the convention
was s0 divided in
voling on  recommen-
dations that it was
largely ignored by Con-
gress, Tvler returned to
Virginia and became
an advocate of seces-
gion. When urged to
lead a compromise
movement after the fall
of Fort Sumter in the
spring, Tyler thought it
hopeless. Lincoln, he
gaid, “having weighed
in the scales the value
of a mere local Fort
against the value of the
Union itselfl” had
brought on “the wvery
collision he well knew
would arise whenever
Fort Sumter was
attempted to be rein-
forced or provisioned.”
In November, Tvler
wag elected to serve in
the Confederate House
of Representatives. Far
from becoming an elder
statesman, John Tyler
plaved a role in destroy-
ing the nation which
had once elected him FIGURE 2. Millard Fillmore.
Vice-President.

Millard Fillmore despised Republicans as threats to the
Union he loved and had onece helped to preserve (by support-
ing the Compromise of 1850). In the secession criziz, he felt
that the burden lay upon Republicans to give “some as-
surance . . . that they, . _ . are ready and willing to . . . repeal
all unconstitutional state laws; live up to the compromises of
the Constitution, and ... treat our Southern brethren as
friends.” Nevertheless, he disagreed with the cautious policy
of lame-duck President James Buchanan, who felt that the
government had no authority to “coerce a state.”” The men
whao passed ordinances of secession, Fillmore argued, should
be “regarded as an unauthorized assembly of men conspiring
to commit treason, and as such liable to be punished like any
other unlawful assembly engaged in the same business.”

Though no one knows how Fillmore voted in 1860, it is
doubtful that he voted for Lincoln. It seemed awkward, there

fore, when Fillmore was Lincoln's official host during his stay
in Buffalo, New York, on the way to Washington for the
inaugural ceremonies. Fillmore took him to the First Uni-
tarian Church in the morning and at night to a meeting in be-
half of Indians, but no one knows what they talked about.

When war broke out in April, Fillmore rallied quickly to the
colors. Four days after the fall of Fort Sumter, the ex-Presi-
dent was speaking to a mass Union rally in Buffalo, saying
that it was “no time now to inquire by whose fault or folly this
state of things has been produced;” it was time for “every man
to stand to his post, and . . . let posterity . . . find our skeleton
and armor on the spot where duty required us to stand.” He
gave five hundred dollars for the support of families of volun-
teers and soon organized the Union Continentals, a company
of men too old to fight. Enrolling Buffalo’s older men of sub-
stance in the Union
cause, the Continen-
tals dressed in colorful
uniforms, provided es-
corts  for ceremonial
and patriotic occa-
sions, and provided
leverage for procuring
donations for the Un-
ion cause. Fearing
British invasion
through Canada to aid
the Confederacy, Fill-
more hounded the
government to provide
arms and men to pro-
tect the Miagara fron-
tier.

Suddenly in Febru-
ary of 1864, Fillmore
performed an abrupt
about-face. In the open-
ing address for the
Great Central Fair of
the Ladies Christian
Commission in Buffa-
lo, Fillmore rehearsed
a catalogue of war-
induced suffering and
announced that “last-
ing peace” would come
only when much was
“forgiven, if not forgot-
ten.” When the war end-
ed, the United States
should restore the
South “to all their
rights under the Con-
stitution.” Republi-
cans  were outraged,
The ex-President had
turned a nonpartisan
patriotic rally into a

From the Louis A, Warren
Lineoln Library and Musesm. veiled eriticiem of the
administration’s con-

duct of the war,
Fersonally, Fillmaore felt that the country was “on the verge
of ruin.” Without a change in the administration, he said. “we

must soon end in national bankruptey and military
despotism.” The ex-President, once a Whig and a Know-Noth-
ing, endorsed Democrat George B. MeClellan for the Presi-
deney in 1864,

After Lincoln’s assassination, Fillmore led the delegation
which met the President's funeral train and escorted it to
Buffalo. This did not expunge from Republican’s memories
Fillmore's partisan acts of 1864, Nor did it cool his dislike of
Republicans. In 1869, he stated that it would be “a blessing to
break the ranks of the corrupt proscription radical party, that
now curses the country. Could moderate men of both parties
unite in forming a new one . . . it would be well.”

Among the five living ex-Presidents, none was more hostile
to President Lincoln than Franklin Pierce. In 1860, he hoped
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that a united Democratic party would choose Southern can-
didate John C. Breckinridge. The New Hampshire Demo-
erats endorsed Stephen A, Douglas instead, but Pierce went
along with the decision, though without enthusiasm. Lin-
coln's election was, for this Democratic ex-President, a “dis-
tinct and unequivocal denial of the coequal rights” of the
states. In a letter written on Christmas Eve, 1861, Pierce
urged the South to delay action for six months, If the North
did not right the wrongs done the South, then she could depart
in peace.

It was hoped that all of the ex-Presidents might attend John
Tyler's Washington Peace Conference. Pierce declined, say-
ing that “the North have been the first wrong doers and [he
had] never been able ta see how a successful appeal could be
made to the south without first placing [the North| right.”
After news of Fort Sumter’s fall, however, he reconsidered and
wrote ex-President Martin Van Buren. suggesting that Van
Buren assemble the former Presidents in Philadelphia to
resolve the crisis. He spoke in Concord, New Hampshire,
urging the citizens “to stand together and uphold the flag.”
Van Buren declined tocall the former Presidents together and
suggested that Pierce himself should. The wind went out of
the sails of the idea of an ex-Presidents’ peace convention.

Soon, Pierce lost his enthusiasm for the war effort. He made
a tripin the summer of 1861 to Michigan and Kentucky to visit
old political friends. On Christmas Eve, he received a letter
from Secretary of State William H. Seward, then in charge of
the administration’s political arrests, enclosing a letter from
an anonymeous source which accused Pierce of making his trip
to promote membership in the Knights of the Golden Circle,
“a gecret league” whose object was “to overthrow the Govern-
ment.” Seward unceremoniously demanded an explanation
from the former President of the United States. Pierce
indignantly denied the charge, Seward quickly apologized,
and it was soon discovered that Seward had fallen for a hoax.,
An opponent of the Republicans had written the letter to show
how far the Republicans would go in their policy of erying
“treason’ at the slightest provocation.

Pierce sank into despair. He loathed the prosceription of civil
liberties in the North, detested emancipation, and saw the
Lincoln administration as a despotic reign. The killing of
white men for the sake of freeing black men was beyond his
comprehension. He thought Lincoln a man of “limited ability
and narrow intelligence” who was the mere tool of the aboli-
tionists. He stopped short of endorsing the Southern cause.
Old friends avoided him, but Pierce swore never to “justify,
sustain, or in any way or to any extent uphold this cruel,
heartless, aimless unnecessary war,”

At a rally in Concord on July 4, 1863, Pierce courted
martyrdom. “True it is,” he said, “that I may be the next vic-
tim of unconstitutional, arbitrary, irresponsible power.” He
called efforts to maintain the Union by force of arms “futile”
and said that only through “peaceful agencies™ could it be
saved. Pamphlets compared Pierce to Benedict Arnold, but he
persisted and urged the Democratic party to adopt a platform
in 1864 calling for restoring the Union by ceasing to fight.
Republicans did not forget his actions. New Hampshire pro-
vided no public recognition of her son’s public career for fifty
vears after the war.

Martin Van Buren, alone among the ex-Presidents, gave the
Lincoln administration unwavering support. He refused
Pierce's invitation to organize a meeting of ex-Presidents out
of a desire not to be associated with James Buchanan, whose
course during the secession crisis Van Buren despised. He had
confidence in Lineoln, based probably on information he
received from the Blair family, Montgomery Blair being a
Republican and a member of Lincoln’s cabinet.

There was no more interesting course pursued by an ex-
President than James Buchanan's. He had more reason than
any other to feel directly antagonistic to the Lincoln admin-
istration. Like Pierce, Buchanan had been accused by Lin-
coln in 1858 of conspiring with Stephen A. Douglas and Roger
B. Taney to nationalize slavery in the United States. Az Lin-
coln’s immediate predecessorin the office, Buchanan had sue-
ceeded in his goal of aveiding war with the South until the
new administration came in. The price of this success was the
popular imputation of blame on the weak and vacillating
course of the Buchanan administration for not nipping seces-

sion in the bud. [t was commonly asserted that Buchanan con-
gpired with secessionists to let the South out of the Union. Lin-
coln's Viee-President Hannibal Hamlin, forexample, fel* that
the Buchanan administration “connives at acts of treason at
the South.” Despite the findings of a Congressional investi-
gation, many persisted in the belief that the administration
had allowed a disproportionate share of arms to flow to
Southern arsenals and a dangerously large amount of money
to remain in Southern mints. When war broke out, feelings
were so strong against Buchanan that he required a guard
from the local Masonic Lodge in Laneaster, Pennsylvania, to
protect his home, Wheatland, from vandalism and himself{
from personal injury. President Lincoln did not help
Buchanan’s plight when, in his message of July 4, 1861, he
charged that he found the following upon entering office: a
“disproportionate share, of the Federal muskets and rifles” in
Southern armories, money in Southern mints, the “Navy . . .
scattered in distant seas,” and Fort Pickens incapable of rein-
forcement because of “some guasi armistice of the late
administration.”™

Such charges rankled Buchanan, and he spent much of the
war years in a careful but quiet attempt to amass documenta-
tion which would refute the charges. By late 1862, he had writ-
ten a book which accomplished this task (to his satisfaction,
at least), but he delayed publication until 1866 “to avoid the
possible imputation . . . that any portion of it was intended to
embarrass Mr. Lincoln’s administration.” Buchanan’s friend
Jeremiah Black had doubted that Buchanan could defend his
own adminiistration without attacking Lincoln's:

It is vain to think that the two administrations can bemade
consigtent. The fire upon the Star of the West was as bad as
the fire on Fort Sumter: and the taking of Fort Moultrie &
Pinckney was worse than either. If this war is right and
politic and wise and constitutional, 1 cannot but think you
ought to have made it.

Despite the many reasons for which Buchanan might have
apposed the Lincoln administration, the ex-President did not.
Az far as he was concerned, the seceding states “chose to com-
mence civil war, & Mr. Lincoln had no alternative but to
defend the country against dismemberment. | certainly
should have done the same thing had they begun the war in
my time, & this they well knew.” Buchanan did not think the
war unconstitutional, and he repeatedly told Democrats that
:11 wga futile to demand peace proposals. He also supported the

raft,

Buchanan considered it too late in 1564 for the Democrats to
argue that Lincoln had changed the war's aims. He was
pleased to see that MeClellan, the Democratic candidate,
thought so too. Lincoln's victory in the election, which
Buchanan equated with the dubious honor of winning an
elephani. caused Buchanan to think that the President should
give a “frank and manly offer to the Confederates that they
might return to the Union just as they were before.” The ex-
President’s political views were as clearly nostalgic and in-
different to emancipation as those of any Democrat, but he
was not among those Democrats who criticized the war orthe
measures Lincoln used to fight it.

Buchanan spoke of Lincoln in complimentary language. He
thought him “'a man of honest heart & true manly feelings.™
Lincoln was “patriotic,” and Buchanan deemed his assassi-
natiom “a *errible misfortune.” The two men had met twice
when Lincoln came to Washington to assume the Presidency,
and Buchanan recalled the meetings fondly, remembering
Lincoln's “kindly and benevolent heart and . . . plain, sincere
and frank manners.” When the Lincoln funeral train passed
through Lancaster, Pennsylvania, Buchanan watched it
from his buggy.

The ex-Presidents benefitted from the Revisionism of his-
torians like James G. Randall. It was their work which recti-
fied the generations-old charge that Buchanan trifled with
treason, In some cases, however, this has been a distorting
force. Randall's Lincoln the Presideni: Midsiream (New York:
Dodd, Mead, 1952) gives the reader an extremely sympathetic
portrait of Franklin Pierce in keeping with Randall's view
that most Democrats more truly represented Lincoln's views
than his fellow Republicans, Thus Pierce appears as the vic-
tim of Seward's misguided zeal in the affair of the Knights of



4 LINCOLN LORE

the Golden Circle hoax and, in a particularly touching
moment, as the friendly consoler of a bereaved father in the
White House, In a horrible train accident immediately before
entering the Presidency, Pierce and his wife had witnessed
the death of their young son mangled in the wreckage of their
car. Therefore, when Willie Lincoln died in 1862, ex-President
Pierce sent a letter offering condolences. This is all one learns
of Franklin Pierce in Randall’s volumes on Lincoln's admin-
istration. It is useful to know of his partisan opposgition to Lin-
coln and the war az well, and it in no way detracts from the
magnanimity of his letter of condolence, If anything, it serves
to highlight the personal depth of feeling Fierce must have felt
for the Lincolns in their time of personal bereavement; it al-
lows us even better to appreciate him as a man as well ag a
politician.

It is easy to forget that Presidents are men. This look at the
ex-Presidents of Lincoln’s day is a reminder that these men re-
tained their personal and partisan views of the world . [t would
be hard to imagine an ex-President’s club. Van Buren would
have nothing to do with Buchanan, though both had been
Democrats. Van Buren took the popular view that Buchanan
was a “doughface” whotruckled to the South instead of stand-
ing up to it as Andrew Jackson had done during the Nullifica-
tion erisis. John Tyler remained a Virginian at heart and cast
his fortunes with secession and against the country of which
he had been President. Franklin Pierce and Millard Fill-
mare, the one a Democrat and the other a Whig in their prime,

retained a dislike of the Republican party. Fillmore supported
the war with vigor but came to despair of the effort through
SUSpICIOn that the H.!"ljl.l!h]i(!ll]’] administration mishandled it.
Fierce always blamed the waron Republican provocation and
came quickly, and not without some provocation from the ad.
ministration, to oppose the war effort bitterly. Ironically,
James Buchanan, who labored under the heaviest burden of
charges of Southern sympathies, was the least critical of the
administration of any of the ex-Presidents except Martin Van
Buren. Cntical of Hepublican war aims hke the rest,
Buchanan, nevertheless, supported the war effort and main-
tained a high personal regard for his Presidential successor.
Buchanan thus approached the twentieth-century ideal of an
elder statesman.

Editor's Note: The Presidents of Lincoln's era have been
rather well served by their biographers. Two splendid ex-
amples are Roy F. Nichols's Franklin Pierce: Young Hickory
of the Granite Hills (Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania Press, 1958) and Philip Shriver Klein's President
James Buchanan: A Biogrephy (University Park: Penn-
sylvania State University Press, 1962). Robert J. Rayback’s
Millard Fillmore: Biography of a President (Buffalo: Buffalo
Historical Society, 19549) and Robert Seager, [['s And Tyler
Ton: A Bingraphy of John & Julia Gardiner Tyvler (New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1963) are useful. There 158 no careful study of
Martin Van Buren's later life. The sketches of these Presi-
dents here are based on these volumes,
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FIGURE 3. Lincoln and Buchanan did not meet again after thisday.
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