
		
			Advance Praise for

			Worst. President. Ever.

			“One might put forth other candidates for the crown Mr. Strauss has bestowed on Mr. Buchanan, but one cannot dispute the élan with which he makes his case. This is history writing at it should be, but too often isn’t: authoritative, yet lively and fun to read.”

			—David M. Friedman, author of Wilde in America, The Immortalists, and A Mind of Its Own 

			“Authors who want to teach us the secrets of the best are a dime a dozen. Only Robert Strauss could show us what we have to learn from the worst. Worst. President. Ever. is a tour de force—entertaining and edifying in equal measure.”

			—Kermit Roosevelt, author, legal scholar, and professor of law at the University of Pennsylvania 

			“If you despised W., if Obama fills you with loathing, if you fear apocalyptic consequences with the election of Hillary or Trump . . . then Robert Strauss is here with historical reassurance. A century and a half ago, America survived (just barely) a truly terrible president: a bungler of a politician who did next to nothing as the Union broke apart over slavery.”

			—David Kinney, author of The Devil’s Diary: Alfred Rosenberg and the Stolen Secrets of the Third Reich

			“Was James Buchanan really the W.P.E.? And if so, what did he do (or not do) to deserve the designation? How does the peculiar business of presidential rankings work, anyway? To find out the answers to those and other questions, you’ll need to read Robert Strauss’s smart and very entertaining Worst. President. Ever.”

			—Ben Yagoda, author of Will Rogers: A Biography and The B Side: The Death of Tin Pan Alley and the Rebirth of the Great American Song 

			“President Buchanan had a great résumé, but in war, peace, race, religion, leadership, friendship, love, and honor he left much to be desired. Strauss weaves the history of this failed president with countless facts and observations about American presidents and his own lifelong fascination with the successes, failures, and foibles of our elected leaders.”

			—Rush D. Holt, former congressman, chief executive officer of the American Association for the Advancement of Science
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			A daguerreotype of James Buchanan by Mathew Brady, probably done during Old Buck’s presidency. He was still wearing high collars, a fashion of another age, when most men were seen in neckties. Library of Congress
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			To my father, Samuel Strauss, who made me read every historical marker we ever passed, thus assuring me of a lifetime of winning trivia contests, and my mother, Edna, for teaching me how to laugh, especially at myself.

		

	
		
			“Don’t look back. Something might be gaining on you,” attributed to Satchel Paige.
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			Preface

			“What bet did you lose?”

			The man at the other end of the phone worked in the Special Collections section of the Dickinson College library. I had just told him I had heard that Dickinson had digitized a lot of documents by or concerning James Buchanan, one of its early graduates, and I was wondering how to access them. I enthusiastically said I was doing a kind of biography of the fifteenth president.

			A historian friend later said I should ask someone at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, where Buchanan’s nephew had donated many of the originals of those papers, just to see how often anyone had looked at them.

			“Not very,” was the reply.

			Before I had put pen to paper for this book, but while I was thinking about doing so, I got an assignment from the New York Times for a special museums section on visiting sites concerning lesser-known presidents. Naturally, Wheatland, the home where Buchanan lived as a squire in his later years, was on the list. I called Patrick Clarke, the director of Wheatland, and while talking about the story, mentioned I was thinking of doing something larger on Buchanan. I asked him why there had not been much written about Buchanan, even after 150 years.

			“You see, presidential biographies did not really start in earnest until the mid-to-late 1950s, when historians started thinking about Franklin Roosevelt, and his long tenure became of interest to them,” said Clarke. “Naturally, authors gravitated toward the bigger names—Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, Teddy and Franklin Roosevelt, but most historians agreed that Buchanan was a failure. As a result, why write about the guy? Why write about any loser?”

			Around this time I also discovered that Buchanan’s birthplace, a log cabin, had been moved in one whole piece to the rural campus of a nearby prep school, Mercersburg Academy, in central Pennsylvania. I had a friend who went there as a kid, so I asked her about it.

			“Oh, yes, that is where people went to make trouble,” she said. Not exactly Monticello, the cabin was a make-out and drinking spot. “Not many people cared about Buchanan, I don’t think.”

			Being a contrarian, this disinterest, and even disdain, by the closest keepers of Buchanan’s legacy made the subject ever more attractive to me. By the time I had done enough research, I could determine that he was clearly one of the worst presidents, with a good chance of being forty-third out of the forty-three (or forty-fourth out of the forty-four, depending on when you’re reading this book). I would tell people I was going to do a book on Buchanan being that worst president, and I often got that kind of face where I knew people were hearkening back to high school to try to remember where Buchanan fit into the time line.

			After hesitation many would come up with, “The guy before Lincoln, right?” Some of these folks knew every third-string catcher in the American League or all of the elements on the periodic table in order or the words to every Bruce Springsteen song. Buchanan, at most, was the answer to a $200 question on Jeopardy!

			I was moving from that attracted contrarian to a frothing man of passion.

			Worst or not, the man was president. Billions of people have now lived in the United States since Betsy Ross spangled those stars on the banner. As of this writing, only forty-three had made it to the top job. There are 118 elements on the periodic chart and dozens of third-string catchers every decade, and each Springsteen song seems to last an hour. Why the lack of interest in or knowledge of the guy?

			My father was an American history nut, perhaps because he emigrated as a child from a repressive Ukraine and came to love his stars-and-stripes freedom all the more. In any case, he collected lots of books—I seem to doubt he read most of them—especially on presidents and about the Civil War; he was also a member of the Lincoln Civil War Society of Philadelphia. I inherited those volumes, and I have only now started to read them, especially the ones on obscure and denounced presidents—two on James Knox Polk, two copies of the same book on Warren G. Harding, the graying pages of one on Franklin Pierce, seven volumes of Woodrow Wilson’s papers.

			He collected none, though, on Buchanan. So I started to look through some of his other books to find what they said about the fifteenth president. There was The Americans, historian Daniel Boorstin’s seminal trilogy about the American experiment—only one obscure reference, not even a full sentence, devoted to Buchanan. Bruce Catton’s The Coming Fury, which was the official centennial history of the origins of the Civil War—a dozen references or so to Buchanan, whose term led to secession, the major topic of that Coming Fury. As other tomes showed similar lack of reference, the only conclusion I could make was that historians of the era were of the same mindset: “If you can’t say anything nice, then . . .” I did find one title, Great Presidential Decisions, for which Columbia professor Richard Morris in 1960 picked three dozen landmark cases, mostly monumental in the positive—except for the two he attributes to Buchanan, which have the headlines “Buchanan Breaks Up the Democratic Party” and “Buchanan Confesses He Lacks the Power to Act.”

			My wife bought me a copy of Buchanan Dying, a play by the eminent author John Updike. Updike had grown up relatively near Lancaster, which Buchanan called home most of his adult life. In the notes to the last edition of the book, from 2000, twenty-six years after he published the play, Updike wrote that Buchanan Dying had been produced only twice: for a week in 1976 at Franklin & Marshall College, which Buchanan helped found, and in an uncostumed, unmemorized version at San Diego State University the following year.

			If a play written by such an eminence as John Updike was brushed aside so monumentally, then that said something, though I am still not sure what.

			Finally, there was karma. My daughter and her roommates moved to a new apartment in Charlotte, North Carolina, in the summer of 2015—on Buchanan Street, just up from Pierce Street and Fillmore Street.

			There was no stepping aside now. No, I hadn’t lost any kind of bet. My contrarian antennae had been raised to their acme. I had to tell the tale of the man whom I had determined was, as kids from my daughter’s generation might put it, the WORST. PRESIDENT. EVER.

		

	
		
			Buchanan Time Line

			April 23, 1791: Born in Cove Gap, PA

			Sept. 19, 1809: Graduated Dickinson College, Carlisle, PA

			Nov. 17, 1812: Admitted to the law bar, Lancaster, PA

			Dec. 6, 1814–Oct. 1815: Served in Pennsylvania House of Representatives

			March 4, 1821–March 3, 1831: Member of United States House of Representatives from Pennsylvania

			Jan. 4, 1832–Aug. 5, 1833: United States minister to Russia under President Andrew Jackson

			Dec. 6, 1834–March 5, 1845: Member of United States Senate from Pennsylvania

			May 29, 1844: Unsuccessful attempt to be Democratic nominee for president

			March 6, 1845–March 6, 1849: United States secretary of state under President James Polk

			May 25, 1848: Unsuccessful attempt to be Democratic nominee for president

			1849: Retired to Wheatland, his twenty-two-acre home estate near Lancaster, PA

			June 4, 1852: Unsuccessful attempt to be Democratic nominee for president

			April 11, 1853: Envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to Great Britain under President Franklin Pierce

			June 6, 1856: Nominated in Cincinnati, OH, as Democratic candidate for president

			March 4, 1857–March 3, 1861: President of the United States

			March 6, 1857: Chief Justice Roger Taney announces Dred Scott decision, declaring the Missouri Compromise unconstitutional

			May 11, 1858: Minnesota admitted as the thirty-second state

			Aug. 1858: Lincoln-Douglas debates

			Aug. 5, 1858: Atlantic telegraph cable completed

			Aug. 16, 1858: Buchanan and Queen Victoria exchange greetings on the Atlantic cable

			Feb. 14, 1859: Oregon admitted as the thirty-third state

			Aug. 27, 1859: Oil discovered in western Pennsylvania

			Oct. 16, 1859: Harper’s Ferry, VA, raided by John Brown

			April 3, 1860: Pony Express started between St. Joseph, MO, and Sacramento, CA

			Sept. 20, 1860: Prince of Wales comes to Detroit, MI, his first stop in the United States

			Dec. 20, 1860: South Carolina secedes from the Union

			Jan.–Feb. 1861: Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and Texas secede from the Union

			Jan. 29, 1861: Kansas admitted as the thirty-fourth state

			Feb. 4, 1861: Confederate States organized

			March 4, 1861: Abraham Lincoln inaugurated

			1866: Publication of Buchanan’s presidential memoir, Mr. Buchanan’s Administration on the Eve of the Rebellion

			June 1, 1868: Died in Lancaster, age seventy-seven years and thirty-nine days

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Introducing the Worst. President. Ever.

			The snow, getting heavier and heavier as the ceremony went on, belied the anticipation. The Washington social world had been waiting for the inaugural ball of James Buchanan. There had been one minor slip-up early in the day, well before the snow started. Buchanan, or someone in his entourage, had forgotten to tell the presidential carriage driver to pick up incumbent president Franklin Pierce first. Pierce had stayed the night before at the stately Willard Hotel, across the way from the White House, from which he had moved out in anticipation of Buchanan moving in the next day. So the driver doubled back from the more raucous National Hotel a few blocks north and west, where the Buchanan bunch was bunking in. It delayed the ceremony about twenty or thirty minutes, but in the end everyone laughed about it and looked forward to a festive day, the kind the renowned party giver Buchanan was famous for.

			Since the death of Dolley Todd Madison eight years before, there had been no focus for those who wanted to supplement Washington’s dull government work and dubious living conditions with the lavish and fun times expected in a national capital.

			Even after her son by her first marriage, James Payne Todd, had run through her money with his mounting debts and legal dustups, Dolley Madison was, essentially, America’s Princess or maybe even Queen Mother. She had endeared herself to the masses for saving whatever she could, especially Gilbert Stuart’s iconic portrait of George Washington, as the British burned the White House during the War of 1812, when her husband, James, was president. In fact, her popularity extended further back, to the Founding Father era in Philadelphia, when—with her first husband dying young during the 1793 yellow fever epidemic—James Madison, seventeen years older and by that time perhaps the most well-respected legal mind in the new nation, married her the next year. 

			With the capital moving from Philadelphia to Washington, President Jefferson, by then a widower and having appointed James Madison the secretary of state, asked Dolley to become what came to be termed First Lady—essentially the social chair of the government. Dolley’s touch was perfect: a bit of the old world and a good dollop of the new. When it came to White House functions under Dolley Madison, everyone got a chance at the head table, political stances be damned. America’s politics of the time generated what was called the “Era of Good Feelings,” and it is hard not to give Dolley Madison’s creation of a positive social atmosphere some credit for that. 

			After her husband’s own presidential term, the couple retired to their country estate in Virginia, appropriately named Montpelier for the Francophile Madisons, and entertained dignitaries and local politicians alike for the next nineteen years, until James Madison’s death. Dolley sold Montpelier, paid off James Payne Todd’s debts, and returned to Washington, mostly serving as the doyenne to everyone else’s parties, since she was, on her own, practically penniless.

			By that time, though, the White House had ceased to be a party place. William Henry Harrison died a month after his March 4, 1841, election, so the John Tylers, who moved into the presidential home, felt too constrained by the first death of a president while in office to do much socializing. In any case, the first Mrs. Tyler, Letitia, was in ill health when Tyler took office, and she herself died in September 1842. Tyler was an embattled president—a Virginia Democrat who had been put on the Harrison Whig ticket to attract some Southern votes and then excommunicated from the Whig Party after his ascension to the presidency. The deaths of President Harrison and Mrs. Tyler notwithstanding, there was really little call for socializing in the White House during the unproductive Tyler years there.

			Tyler was followed by James Knox Polk, whose wife, Sarah, was a strict Presbyterian, allowing no dancing, alcohol, cards, or, according to one historian, “loose joviality” in the White House. She was followed by Peggy Smith Taylor, the wife of General Zachary Taylor, who never appeared in public with her husband because “a Maryland blue blood, [she] thought commerce with politicians was degrading.” By this time Dolley Madison had appeared at her last White House function, a dinner for President Polk just before his own death, which came only six months after his term ended. Then President Taylor died of cholera in July 1850. He apparently exacerbated the disease, which was not unusual in swamp-filled Washington, by attending a long, hot July 4 celebration at the still-unfinished Washington Monument. The Millard Fillmores, who came next, were never big party folks, Mrs. Fillmore being an incredibly shy and sickly woman, and they used those recent presidential deaths as excuses to tamp down any presidential socializing. Mrs. Fillmore died only three weeks after her husband’s term ended, having caught a final chill during the inauguration of his successor, Franklin Pierce. Most tragic of all, Franklin Pierce’s eleven-year-old son (his third child) died in a train accident while the family was traveling in the Northeast. Their first son had died in infancy and the second had perished when he was four—unprecedented that a president lost all three of his children before reaching the White House. Mrs. Pierce went into a mourning depression from which she never recovered, and was rarely seen in public during Pierce’s term. Even then, she dressed entirely in black.

			It had been a long, dreary haul for those who came through official Washington by the time Buchanan was elected in 1856. For the most part, Southern congressmen and high functionaries left their families at home, the legislative sessions normally not taking more than a few months. The Northern politicians were more often able to go in and out of the capital—train connections and roads being far better in their direction—while most of the Southern families had to come by river or sea at least part of the way.

			There was every expectation that the Buchanan presidency would bring some calm and at least a modicum of levity to Washington. Buchanan had spent much of the previous four decades in the capital. He had first come to the town during the James Monroe administration, only a few years after the rebuilding following the War of 1812. Buchanan was a member of the House of Representatives from 1821 through 1831, then, following an interlude when he was minister to Russia under President Andrew Jackson, a United States senator from Pennsylvania for more than another decade, from 1834 to 1845. Then he was secretary of state under President James Knox Polk for the next four years, only moving back to Lancaster and his estate, Wheatland, in 1849.

			Most of that time, Buchanan lived in boarding houses and moved in circles that were almost entirely Southern, despite his Pennsylvania provenance. He was a bachelor and often the mark for ladies who wanted to pair him up. In the mid-nineteenth century, bachelorhood was practically nonexistent. Only about three in a hundred able-bodied men never married, though, to be sure, childbirth being difficult, another sizable cadre were widowers. There was always some Southern congressman’s wife looking to marry off a younger sister or plantation neighbor to a well-off bachelor like Buchanan.

			Washington was probably America’s first seasonal city. Most government functions, from legislative sessions to cabinet meetings to reception of foreign dignitaries, happened in the cooler months. When Buchanan was first elected, for instance, in 1820, he did not have his first session until December of the next year. It was an extraordinarily compact city, one with little business other than that of government and whatever retail and services were necessary to keep it going. Most congressmen and cabinet members had means, and their wives and children were used to comfort in their homes, so those families were less encouraged to trundle off to Washington, where there was little to attract them, especially in the sultry summer months.

			Even fifty years into its existence, Washington was ill developed, only the area around the Capitol and the White House being much of a city at all. It was far more Southern than Northern, slow moving and not particularly sanitary, and though there was no slave trade anymore, there were, indeed, slaves. Nearby farmers let their hogs wallow even along Capitol Hill and near Judiciary Square, the closest thing Washington had to a civic commons. The nearby canal was often filled with discarded dead domestic animals and people routinely just threw their sewage into street gutters. Privy pits were still pretty much the order of the day and the springs and wells that provided the city’s water supply were dicey at best. In fact, just days before Buchanan’s inauguration, many who had dined at the National Hotel died or were sickened by what some believe was Republican poisoning, but was probably a dysentery caused by foul water in the kitchen. Buchanan himself had sweats and pains during the inaugural ceremonies and three congressmen, Buchanan’s own nephew, and about thirty other people were said to have died from the mini-plague.

			Those wives and older daughters of the distinguished congressmen and high officeholders who stayed in Washington did their best to be elegant, but it was an overwhelmingly male city. Even then, there was little to recommend a young single man there other than governmental ambition. There were no real gentlemen’s clubs, though there were surely bordellos, and few restaurants or cafes that might have lined the byways of European capitals like Paris or London, or even Prague or Stockholm. Crime was rampant, with many of the Congressmen using their own slaves or servants for protection.

			Dolley Madison, though, had shown that things in official Washington did not have to be grim. And now there was hope that Buchanan and his favorite niece and titular First Lady, Harriet Lane, would bring some luster back to the Washington scene.

			The night of the ball, Harriet, whom several newspapers had already named “Our Democratic Queen,” wore a white dress festooned with artificial flowers and a multistrand necklace of pearls. The new president was not feeling well yet, due to the residue of the National Hotel scourge, so he needed to retire early if he wanted to get some rest before earnestly starting his long-sought-after term. Harriet, who always stood on protocol, left the ball with Buchanan, knowing there would be many lively and lovely parties to come over the next four years.

			The start of the Buchanan administration, at least his first unofficial appointment—niece Harriet as the White House hostess—was a success. The idea of one inaugural ball rather than several smaller affairs had been out of fashion since the inauguration of John Quincy Adams, but Lane and Buchanan decided to give the big celebration a comeback. A huge temporary structure—235 feet long, 77 feet wide, and 20 feet high—was erected on Judiciary Square, costing $15,000 alone, a huge sum in donations at the time. The white ceiling of the structure had a “sky” of gold stars, and the walls were red, white, and blue. The most glorious inaugural parade ever had finished only a few hours before the ball, with huge crowds along the route cheering outsized floats, some featuring model battleships, the Goddess of Liberty, and historical scenes.

			Six thousand people crammed into the ball, cold and snowy as the evening was, dancing to a forty-piece orchestra. The feast was a gastronome’s delight—four hundred gallons of oysters, five hundred quarts of chicken salad, sixty saddles of mutton and four of venison, seventy-five hams, one hundred twenty-five tongues, eight full steers of beef, twelve hundred quarts of ice cream, a cake four feet high, and wine costing more than $3,000, an unheard-of bar tab at the time.

			Buchanan’s first national mentor, Andrew Jackson, had opened the White House to “regular citizens” when he came to office, so Buchanan did it in a modified manner, offering to shake hands with anyone in the East Room starting at noon on March 5, the day after the inauguration. The next day, he gave his first “levee,” an official state dinner with a name of French affectation.

			Patrick Lynch, the New York Times correspondent, got to the levee at nine in the evening, while the president was in another several-hour ordeal of hand shaking. Even with Buchanan not in the main ballroom, Lynch was impressed:

			As I approached the White House, sounds of music—the illuminated mansion—the flitting of fairy forms—the hum, the buzz, of a human multitude—infixed my attention. With my companion on my arm I ascended the steps of the Palace amidst the rolling of wheels, the prancing of horses, the cracking of whips, the loud voices or rather yells of the coachmen claiming places and precedence. The names of Governor this, General that, Judge somebody else; a Baron with a patronymic of garroting properties; a Lord from some petty German state, more remarkable for titles to words than to broad acres; a Polish Prince and a Russian Nabob; the Turkish Ambassador without his harem; together with a numberless host of Senators, members of Congress, ecclesiastics, editors and laymen, burst with indescribable effect upon my ear.

			Harriet Lane was a stickler that everyone should be announced at their entrance, all being equal at least at the start of ceremonies, which the Timesman clearly thought a bit over the top with his ambassadors sans harems and judges-somebody-else. Still, he obviously thought this was a revolution in Washingtonian fetes.

			We entered. Never did such a scene meet my astonished gaze before. The subdued murmurs of the human sea within—the swelling choruses of the bands—the promenaders swaying backwards and forwards—the anxiety of some to move forward—the painful desire of others to retire, which it was impossible to accomplish—the gentlemen protecting the ladies endeavoring to preserve their ornaments and jewels and dresses from injury—the stream going out meeting the stream coming in—combined to form a subject for contemplation not easily or soon to be forgotten . . . Everyone you met was superbly attired. I never was fortunate enough to fall in with such good humor under such circumstances . . . It was essentially a citizen meeting without reference to distinctions of rank. It was a display of democratic elegance and gracefulness of which any country, or nation or court in the world might feel proud.

			The buzz around the party gave Buchanan’s reputation a clear boost, which did not seem all that unreasonable. He knew and was on generally good terms with every president from James Madison to Franklin Pierce—as wide a set of personalities as could have ever held the office. He was a member of the Federalist Party when it still held a bit of sway, and he became a national leader in the Democratic Party immediately when he switched allegiances. Prior to his governmental service and during breaks from it, he was perhaps the most lauded attorney in Pennsylvania, handling difficult cases and smoothing the way for others. He came from little—his father owned what would now be perceived as a general store in an out-of-the-way crossroads town—and achieved much. His investments were sure enough that they survived his meager government salaries and were able to provide for more than a dozen nieces, nephews, and their progeny. Not everyone in high political places loved Buchanan, but all at least had a begrudging admiration for him, and even his political enemies never accused him seriously of profiting financially from his stations.

			That same day of the levee, though, what Buchanan thought might become his signal achievement became public, and the public gaiety of the administration’s first two days was immediately negated. It was perhaps the most notorious decision the Supreme Court has ever made, about the ownership of a man named Dred Scott, and all the barons’ horses and all the nabobs’ men would not be able to put together Buchanan’s presidency again.
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			There seems to be little Americans like to do more than rank, rate, and compete—and then argue about those rankings, ratings, and competitions. Not that the rest of the world doesn’t have its moments (the meanderings of the English soccer leagues come to mind), but in America it is a lifetime kind of thing.

			Every Monday, for instance, sports fans, coaches, and players agonize over the polls of their favorite collegiate sports. Usually, there are at least two competing polls. College basketball, for instance, has the Associated Press Top 25, done by sixty-five writers and broadcasters, and the USA Today Coaches Poll, voted on each week by thirty-two college coaches. Never mind that these coaches are spending virtually every waking moment in season trying to get their teams good enough to be in the poll themselves and could hardly be watching enough games, even with the time shifting of TV, in earnest to make a really educated choice, or that sportswriters generally have only cursory knowledge of the game’s nuances. It all hardly matters in hoops, since there is a sixty-eight-team, single-elimination tournament at the end of the season, endearingly referred to as “March Madness,” which actually pits the teams together, essentially negating any in-season ranking.

			Still, I will admit that I look each week for my two daughters’ alma mater, Davidson, on those winter Mondays and if the Wildcats scratch up to, say, number 25, I will immediately e-mail my wife and daughters in celebration. Who knows whether the votes that got them there are from a coach who is a friend of the Davidson coach, or whether some voter confused their score from the past week with that of their near-homonyms, Dickinson or Denison or Dayton. The team is ranked, and presumably ahead of some college where a friend went, so I can gloat.

			The obsession with polling for almost anything appears to be American, its leading popularizer being George Gallup, who likely would have said he never thought it would come this far. Ironically, Gallup is known far more for what he got wrong, albeit more than a half century ago. The famous photo of Harry Truman holding up the Chicago Tribune front page with the headline “Dewey Defeats Truman” is not particularly about Gallup’s polling, but the general conclusion of Gallup, Roper, and other major polling outfits was that Thomas Dewey was going to slaughter Truman in the 1948 presidential race, which did not come close to happening.

			Yet Americans blithely go on loving polls, not to mention other rankings—Scholastic Aptitude Test scores, Jeopardy! championships, beauty pageants, Nielsen ratings, weight-loss claims, circulation figures, figure-skating scores, and anything that makes a headline or a cocktail conversation winner. If God hadn’t wanted us to know Big Data and its results, he wouldn’t have created Wikipedia for us to look them up.

			So it is only natural to rate the forty-three men who have been president to date as I write in 2016. It would not be stretching it too much to say that about half of Americans in 2016 thought that George W. Bush was the worst of presidents, and that a similar number on the other side would have given the dubious honor to Barack Obama. Our historical senses tend to be dulled. Looking back too far is either too difficult or too unpleasant.

			There are historians, though, who, like those who debate the best left-handed baseball hitter or the most beautiful actress, go back beyond the Bush/Obama era to debate who really was the worst man to serve as president.

			Most often, these lists and discussions tend to let William Henry Harrison and James Garfield opt out. Harrison lived only a month into his term and Garfield, being shot five months into his, lived just another month or so on his deathbed. The other forty-one, though, are fair game, and James Buchanan makes a good case for being that worst president.
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			It could not have been the best of days for Abraham Lincoln when he got a letter from his presidential predecessor, James Buchanan. It had been merely seven months that late October day since Lincoln had come to the White House as the first president from the new Republican Party. An arduous six months had passed since those first onerous shots back and forth between Charleston and Fort Sumter that officially started what was called the War of the Rebellion in the North and the War for Southern Independence in the Confederacy.

			The Union army had been embarrassed and, frankly, a bit scared at the Battle of Bull Run—the first full-on battle of the war, in July—and was not successful at all in blocking shipping lanes to Europe from Southern ports. Funding from exports, particularly the hated slave-labor commodity, cotton, continued to accumulate in Confederate bank accounts. Talk of secession was still in the air in pro-slavery Maryland, its consummation meaning Washington would be surrounded by Confederate territory, and that would probably necessitate abandonment of the nation’s capital by the government. 

			The same day Buchanan dated the letter—October 21, 1861—one of Lincoln’s longtime political friends from back when they were both Whigs in Illinois, Edward Dickinson Baker, then a United States senator from the new state of Oregon, was killed in action as the militia he was commanding retreated along the Potomac River, just forty miles from the capital. Baker is still the only sitting member of the United States Congress to die in battle.

			Buchanan, who—to be fair—would have been unaware of these unpleasantries, had something else on his mind. He felt compelled to write to Lincoln, not about how he might help save the Union, but about what he might be able to save before the White House possibly met its demise. It is the only letter from Buchanan in the Library of Congress’s Lincoln collection, thus presumably the only one he sent to his successor, which makes it even more outrageous in its content.

			“My Dear Sir,” Buchanan started out. “Pardon me for requesting you to refer this note to your private Secretary.

			“I believe that I left in the Library of the Executive Mansion Thier’s History (in French) of the Empire (under Napoleon 1st) in some seven or eight volumes,” wrote Buchanan. “It was covered in paper & has the name of its former owner, Geo. W. Barton, written in each volume. Should it be found I would thank you to send it either to the State Department or to Dr. Blake.”

			Buchanan did have a postscript asking that Lincoln “remember me kindly & respectfully to Mrs. Lincoln,” whom he could have surmised was in one of her dark psychological periods as the crisis of the nation progressed.

			The whole letter was just the sort of obliviousness Buchanan had displayed throughout his career. He was, after all, the man most responsible for the mess Lincoln inherited when he walked into the White House. Through a combination of hubris—maybe exacerbated by his readings on Napoleon—arrogance, misaligned affections, indecisiveness, and misreading of current events, Buchanan had brought on Southern secession and the Civil War as Lincoln’s predecessor. 

			Those who study history should be careful about reading that history in the light of the future, yet it is often hard to think that Buchanan has any serious competitor for being the worst president of the United States. His role in the Southern secession—the war itself did not technically start until he was out of office for five weeks, but a half dozen states seceded on his watch—would have been fuel enough for his bottom ranking. At almost every turn, though, where there was a decision to be made during his term, Buchanan seemed to intuitively pick the wrong tine of every fork in the road. If there was ever a wrong man for the wrong time in American history, it was Buchanan.

			Oddly enough, Buchanan may well have been the most qualified man—at least through his governmental resume—to ever run for president. Certainly this was so in his era in the early and mid-nineteenth century. 

			All the presidents elected before Buchanan, save James Knox Polk and Martin Van Buren, were either war heroes or Founding Fathers or both (John Tyler and Millard Fillmore were never elected on their own, but came to the White House when their predecessors died in office). Few had much legislative or executive experience in federal or state government—and even Polk and Van Buren, who did, were essentially handpicked by their mutual mentor, Andrew Jackson, to advance Old Hickory’s legacy. Some of the most celebrated members of Congress of the nation’s first seventy-five years never made it to the White House—Daniel Webster, John Calhoun, Henry Clay, Charles Sumner, Thaddeus Stevens, Thomas Hart Benton, Jefferson Davis, and William Seward among them. In fact, Buchanan’s major competitor in the 1856 election, John Fremont, was the military governor of California after he led the battles to take it over from the original Bear Flag Republic government. It is easy to conclude from those who made it to the White House in the early years of the Republic that “leadership” meant either a military history or a hand in the founding of the country.

			Buchanan, then, was an anomaly: the first plodding-to-the-top president. By the time he actually ran for president in 1856, he had been a state legislator in Pennsylvania, a member of both the United States House of Representatives and Senate, minister to both Russia and Great Britain, and secretary of state. He was a serious candidate for the Democratic presidential nomination three times before he got the nod, and was said to have refused two different presidents—Tyler and Polk—who were willing to nominate him to the United States Supreme Court.

			He had been hanging around so long in relative prominence that he had been a member of the long-dead Federalist Party early in his career, but switched over to being a Democrat, smitten by the charisma of Andrew Jackson and John Calhoun, two Southern slaveholders with fiery tempers and long memories. By the time Buchanan was finally on a presidential ticket, he was sixty-five years old. Only two presidents before him were elected at more than age sixty-one, and those war heroes—William Henry Harrison and Zachary Taylor—died within a month and a year and a half, respectively, of taking office. Not until Ronald Reagan would an older man be elected president, and more than a century later a man like Reagan in his sixties did not seem as ancient as Buchanan was apparently thought of in his time.

			In truth, some historians have suggested that Buchanan’s fumbling, or at least bumbling through, every major decision point in his presidency may have been due to some latent or perhaps undiscovered age-related dementia. Recent research, in fact, shows that Reagan’s speech patterns during the latter part of his term presaged his eventual dementia. Buchanan’s post-presidency memoir, though, was lucid—despite its complete reimagining of mid-nineteenth-century history—belying any full onset of that sort of disease. Mr. Buchanan’s Administration on the Eve of the Rebellion, which was published five years after Buchanan’s term was over, is not a stylish piece of work, but grammatical and with well-hewn thoughts. Ghostwriters were not the ubiquitous players in the late 1860s that they are today, so there is no indication it was written by anyone but Buchanan. In any case, Buchanan was known to be a prolific writer throughout his life. He loved gossip and was constantly seeking every tidbit from his well-connected correspondents.

			No, it seems that Buchanan was just a bad president—a poor chooser of associates, a waverer when quickness was necessary, pompous when he should have been contrite, oblivious to both current events and public thought, and living in a sheltered past in an era when America was really burgeoning on the world scene.

			His backroom deal to influence the Supreme Court to make the Dred Scott decision—it came out during the first week of the Buchanan presidency—sealed the split of the Union, effectively making the Democratic Party a Southern one, supporting the rights of slave owners to retain their ownership of black people even in free states and territories. He equivocated back and forth over what the disposition of slavery in Kansas would be, appointing governors and recalling them, never really giving either of two constitutional conventions in that border territory his imprimatur, and allowing a virtual prelude Civil War to start in the next territory looking to become a state. That indecisiveness in Kansas permitted the famed abolitionist John Brown to get a foothold in the crisis, and led to Brown’s futile insurrection at Harper’s Ferry, which was then part of Virginia and is now in West Virginia. The drama at Harper’s Ferry made Brown a martyr and gave abolitionists a larger voice than in the past, particularly in the Republican Party, in turn giving Southern states’ righters a reason to give a vigorous negative shout in response.

			Buchanan presided over the Panic of 1857, a sharp descent downward that devastated more fortunes, large and small, on a percentage basis, than the onslaught of the Great Depression of 1929, in a faster, if less prolonged, decline. Every bank in New York City closed down its use of scrip, at least for a time, thwarting deposits, withdrawals, and, clearly, any forward movement of the nation’s business. Buchanan decided to do nothing to have the government mitigate the crisis, as was his wont to pursue a hands-off attitude in most everything that concerned the federal government. That move further split the merchant classes of the North from their opposite numbers in the agricultural South, who used banks less and, thus, were not as affected in the Panic. 

			Despite

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
				
					
				

			

		

	cover.jpeg
ROBERT
STRAUSS

WORST.
PRESIDENT.
EVER. i






OEBPS/image/LyonsPressFish.jpg





OEBPS/image/LyonsPressLogoTitlePg_RLPG.jpg
[~

Guilford, Connecticut





OEBPS/image/1.jpg





OEBPS/image/07_00051u.jpg





OEBPS/image/Infinity_symbol_TM.jpg





