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      A House Divided 
  I am the last President of the United States. 

James Buchanan, 1860

A LTHOUGH ANOTHER DECADE 
would pass before the start of the Civil War, 
the nation was already close to war in 1850.
   Zachary Taylor—nicknamed ‘Old Rough 
and Ready’ for his military exploits in the 
Indian and Mexican-American Wars—had 
never held elected office, and wasn't even 
interested in politics. Recruited by the 
Whigs to head their ticket in 1848, he was 
spectacularly unprepared to be president. 
    With settlers swarming west in search of 
gold, California was soon clamoring for 
admission to the nation as a slave-free state. 
   A middle ground was forged with the 
Compromise of 1850, which allowed state-
hood for California but limited restrictions 
on slavery in the remaining western 
territories, but Taylor stalled its passage.

                        American Progress, John Gast (1872)

   Taylor died in 1850 with the Compromise 
bill still in debate, after only about a year in 
office. The official cause of his death was 
acute indigestion, but suspicion remains that 
he was deliberately poisoned, and there was 
certainly ample motive for his assassination. 
   Taylor had created bitter political enemies 
by repudiating his party’s pro-Compromise 
position, even offering to lead troops against 
secession efforts and to personally hang its 
proponents. Shortly before his death, he 
received a credible letter warning of an 
impending threat on his life.
   Regardless of the actual cause of his 
demise, with Taylor out of the way, the 
Compromise bill passed and the secessionist 
cause was set back, if only temporarily.   
   Millard Fillmore succeeded Taylor, but 
despite having been his vice president, he 
disagreed with Taylor on the slavery issue. 



   Taylor had wanted the new western 
territories taken from Mexico to be ‘free’ 
states, while Fillmore supported the 
Compromise, which permitted slavery in the 
West as a means of appeasing the South. 
   Fillmore claimed that although he 
personally detested slavery, it was “an 
existing evil which we must endure” for 
the sake of national unity. (He made no 
mention of the endurance of the four 
million slaves in the nation at that time.) 
   The Fugitive Slave Act pledged federal 
assistance in capturing and returning 
escaped slaves to their owners—even those 
who had fled to the North and been granted 
their freedom—and Fillmore’s support for 
the highly controversial law probably cost 
him his party's nomination in 1852. (The 
Whig party would collapse four years later, 
unable to agree on the slavery issue.)
   Franklin Pierce was a Northern Democrat 
with Southern sympathies (a ‘doughface’) 
and was nominated to appease slavery states 
facing a rising tide of abolitionist sentiment. 
His party’s campaign slogan was,“We Polked 
you in 1844; we shall Pierce you in 1852!” 
   Ironically, ‘doughface’ Pierce was 
strikingly handsome, as well as virtually 
unknown, ideal qualities for getting elected, 
but he was too indecisive to cope with the 
unprecedented crisis now facing the nation.    
  Pierce supported the Kansas-Nebraska Act, 
which allowed new states to vote on slavery 
within their borders, provoking the ‘Bloody 
Kansas’ insurrection. The sporadic clash 
between slaveholders and abolitionists 
spurred the formation of the Republican 
Party, whose rise to power under Lincoln 
would finally spark the Civil War. 
   Abandoned by his party, after losing the 
nomination for reelection, Pierce joked, 
“There's nothing left to do but to get drunk.” 

In retirement, he destroyed what remained 
of his reputation by supporting the 
Confederacy, and what remained of his 
health by drinking himself to death. 
   James Buchanan was nominated in 1856 
by default, the only Democrat left unscarred 
by the slavery debate. Thwarted in attempts 
to seize the rest of Mexico and much of 
Central America, he nearly succeeded in 
purchasing Cuba from Spain, but Congress 
refused him the required funds due to his 
administration's rampant corruption. 
   Buchanan took no action to aid victims of 
the Panic of 1857. His remark that ten cents 
a day was adequate pay for a working man 
earned him the epithet ‘Ten Cent Jimmy.’
   As the South slid inexorably toward 
secession, Buchanan dithered, convinced the 
government had no authority to intervene. 
When a ship bearing reinforcements for the 
garrison at Fort Sumter was fired upon by 
Southern separatists, he was effectively 
paralyzed, and making no effort to prepare 
for war, lamented despairingly, “I am the 
last president of the United States!” 
   The South had promised to secede if 
Abraham Lincoln was elected in 1860. With 
the Democrats fatally split over slavery, he 
was, and they did, forming the Confederacy 
shortly before Buchanan's term expired. 
   Historians rank Buchanan's failure to avert 
secession and the ensuing Civil War as the 
single greatest presidential mistake in the 
nation’s history. Leaving office in disgrace, 
he remarked that if Lincoln was as happy 
entering the White House as he was upon 
leaving it, he was “a happy man indeed.”      
   On his deathbed three years after the war 
ended, Buchanan insisted that history would 
vindicate him. Considered even by most 
historians today to be the worst American 
president, he is presumably still waiting. ◾


