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“James Buchanan as a Lawyer” 
W.U. Hensel’s address at the University of Pennsylvania 
 
“When he became a legislator, having been elected to Congress in 
1820, he had opportunity to reveal the character and to exercise the 
qualities of a constitutional lawyer.” 
 
Questions to Consider 
Do you notice any bias in the author’s writing? If so, how do you think Hensel 
personally feels about Buchanan? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did Buchanan’s law career prepare him for public office? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How can you try to filter out bias from sources? Why is it important to 
acknowledge? 

 













8 JAMES BUCHANAN AS A LAWYER 

. "Once· only atter he left his profession, could he be pre­
vailed upo� to agam appear at the bar. This was in the cause of 
an _a�ed_ widow, where he w_as appealed to by the most earnest 
solic1_tat10ns. It was an act10n of ejectment which involved all 
her. little prop_erty. The case was a difficult one, and technically 
decid�dly ag-amst the unfortunate woman. To the surprise and 
astonishment of �very o�e, he succeeded in establishing her title 
to_ th� property m quest10n. The poor woman was intoxicated 
with Joy, and overwhelmed her benefactor with expressions of 
gratefulness, and offers of remuneration. Mr. Buchanan, how­
ever, would accept nothing for his services." 

His most notable case as a country lawyer was his successful 
defense of Judge Franklin before the Senate of Pennsylvania, 
·when he was only twenty-five years of age; when next called
to a like task he insisted on the association of senior counsel.

The frequency of judicial impeachments at that early period
illustrates asperities of the profession and animosities of politics
that by no means prevail today. Franklin and his lay associates
were vindictively pursued because in a doubtful case they had de­
clined to sumrnarily order reputable members of the bar to pay
over to their clients a balance retained under a claim of right.
Even the nine votes, out of thirty, cast for their conviction seem
to have been inspired by party prejudice. Another effort was
made to impeach them because they took cognizance of a case
of .trespass against the members of an alleged illegal court martial.
�inally,. in 1825., Franklin was aga_in impeached for various judi­
cial delmquenc1es, and, though he was acquitted on all four
articles, one vote of 12 to 16 was close enough to have almost
the admonitory character of a Scotch verdict.

By the way, the attempt to impeach Judge Franklin that
failed grew out of the celebrated case of Moore v. Houston, 1 

which gave Tilghman an opportunity to write one of his most
notable opinions, wherein is enunciated the doctrine that "Where
the states are prohibited expressly by the constitution of the
United States, from the exercise of power, all their power ceased
from the adoption thereof; but where the power of the state is
taken away by implication, they may continue to act until the
United States exclude them."

1 3 Sargent & Rawle, 170. 
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This case twice went to the Supreme Court of the United 
.:�States. The fact that one of th_e defendants in the original 
)action subsequently became a justice of the Supreme Court of 
;� Pennsylvania, only illustrates the vitality of the Lancaster bar-a 
- hundred years ago.

Mr. Buchanan's early entrance into politics and his steady 
continuance. in its activities leave little room for doubt that a 

_ public career for him was design and not chance. Nevertheless 
his train"ing and experience as a lawyer were his main equipment, 
and these he never ceased to· recall. In 1847 he wrote: "I shall 
ever feel proud to have been a member of the Lancaster bar." 

II. 

When he became a legislator, having been elected to Con­
gress in 1820, he had opportunity to re�l the character and to 
exercise the qualities of a constitutional 1Jwyer. He served five 
successive terms-during four years of Monroe's administration, 
four of the younger Adams and two of J acks�n. This was the 
period of partisan dissolution. The old distinctions of Federal­
ist and Democrat could scarcely be observed. . Mr. Buchanan, 
however, had changed his politics and his views of our govern­
mental system; and, franker than many others who have done so 
and denied it, he made free avowal. "Time was that when the 
brains were out men died" ; and nothing is more foolish than 
when parties have abandoned their distinctive dogmas and utterly 
changed their fundamental faiths, individual members cling 
closely to the empty shibboleths. Of Mr. Wayne Mac Veagh's 
many reported witticis.rns, none is keener than, when a notable 
person accused him of being a Democrat, he retorted: "I am a 
Democrat, · and I know it. You are a Democrat, too, but you 
don't know it." 

The time Mr. Buchanan began his Congressional career was 
opportune for a Federalist to become a Democrat; and it was easy 
for him from the outset to act and talk and vote like a lawyer, 
though a public and party representative in the House. He had 
been a member scarcely three months when his speech against the 
Bankrupt bill challenged the attention of his colleagues and the 
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Ceremonial Japanese porcelain bowl 
Gift of State under President Buchanan from Japanese delegation 

 
Extremely large Japanese porcelain bowl. White ground with blue 
decoration. Footed with sea waves on base and three rows of slanted 
lines on neck of base. Outside of bowl has cranes and bamboo 
depicted in white with blue ground color. Inside shows sea scene. 
 
This bowl was presented as a gift of state to President Buchanan in 
1860 by the Japanese delegates representing the Tokugawa shogunate 
government. The bowl was created by Jihei Kawamoto as one of two 
bowls for sake. It reflects the Emperor’s personal symbol and his deep 
regard for James Buchanan marking a new and firm friendship 
between Japan and the United States. 
 
Questions to Consider 
How did Buchanan’s diplomatic career impact his presidency? 
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Wheatland 

James Buchanan’s Lancaster mansion 

 
The home on the Wheatland property was originally built in 1828. In 
1848, James Buchanan purchased the property for $6,750. In the spring 
of 1849, he and his “little family” moved in, including his niece, 
Harriet Lane Johnston, his nephew James Buchanan “Buck” Henry, 
and housekeeper Esther “Hetty” Parker. 
Located on the southeast side of the lawn behind the mansion is a 
two-room brick privy. On the southwest side of the lawn is a two-
story brick smokehouse and icehouse structure.  
Although Wheatland was an ornamental farm, it was complete with 
barns, livestock, wheat fields, a fruit orchard, graperies, and a garden. 
 
Questions to Consider 
Why should we preserve historic houses?  
 
 
 
What can we learn from these sites? 
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From the first First Lady: Harriet Lane Johnston’s Dress 
 

 
 
Sheer lace overdress. White lace with white embroidered flowers. Bodice has 
sort cap sleeps. Around neckline is a slightly gathered 5in wide band of ecru or 
light tan lace. A .5in wide white lace band stands up from neck. Pink ribbon 
flowers and green embroidered leaves are stitched around neckline. Back closure 
with hooks and eyes at neckline and waist. Open placket from waist is 15.5in 
long. 
 
James Buchanan, her uncle, took her in when she was only 11 years old. As a 
child, she was described as strong-willed, bright, and active. Her uncle 
encouraged her intellectual development, enrolling her in a number of elite 
schools. Harriet became Buchanan’s hostess, both in London and later at the 
White House. Many journalists referred to Harriet as the Fair First Lady of the 
land, bringing the title “First Lady” into popularity. 
Harriet later married Henry E. Johnston on January 11, 1866. After the death of 
their two sons followed by her husband, she devoted her time to establishing 
and maintaining a children’s hospital, preserving the memory of her uncle, 
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supporting the arts, and traveling. During her time in the spotlight, Harriet was 
seen as an ideal image of fashion, womanhood, and class, and her style was 
mirrored by women around the world. 
 
Questions to Consider 
How did Harriet Lane exemplify the ideal of womanhood at this time? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How did she challenge ideas of femininity? How did she conform to and 
perpetuate them? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How is her role different from that of other First Ladies in this period? 
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Campaign Ribbon 
The 1856 Campaign 

James Buchanan and John C. Breckinridge comprised the Democratic 
ticket for the presidential election of 1856.  Buchanan faced two-
opposing parties; the Republicans, represented by John C. Fremont 
and the American or Know-Nothing party, represented by Millard 
Fillmore.  The main issue over the course of the election was the 
question of slavery in the territories.  Buchanan and the Democratic 
Party ran on a states-rights platform. They supported non-
intervention with slavery in the states and territories, instead leaving 
it up to the people if they wanted to allow slavery.  Largely due to the 
support of Southern states, Buchanan won the election and became 
the 15th president of the United States. 
 
Questions to Consider 
How did Buchanan’s campaign set the course for his policy in office? 
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James Buchanan’s Inaugural Address 
 
“Without entering into the argument, I desire to state, at the 
commencement of my administration, that long experience and 
observation have convinced me that a strict construction of the 
powers of the Government is the only true, as well as the only safe, 
theory of the Constitution. Whenever, in our past history, doubtful 
powers have been exercised by Congress, these have never failed to 
produce injurious and unhappy consequences.” 
 
 
Questions to Consider 
What promises does Buchanan make? 
 
 
 
 
 
What is his stance, according to his address, on the issue of slavery? 
On foreign relations and trade? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How does he express his interpretation of the Constitution? 
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The Constitution in Hand and at Mind 
McMaster’s portrait of Buchanan 

 
James Buchanan shown from waist up, sitting in red upholstered chair. 
Wearing black suit, white shirt and white bow tie, high collar. Eyes looking 
right and body turned to left. Right hands holds document-may be the 
Constitution. 
William McMaster painted this portrait from life at Wheatland in July of 1856. 
It hung in the artist’s home as part of a series of famous Americans. After 
McMaster’s death, it was passed down in the Buchanan family until it was 
given to the James Buchanan Foundation in 1945. 
 
Questions to Consider 
Why would Buchanan have chosen to be painted holding the Constitution?  
 
What does this say about his political choices and policy? 
 

  

a noteworthy side-note 
In portraits, the objects held 
by the subjects are often 
carefully chosen to make a 
statement about the 
individual.  
 



 
10 

James Buchanan, The Conservatives’ Choice 1856 
A Political Portrait 
Philip G. Auchampaugh, University of Nevada 
 
“When he became a legislator, having been elected to Congress in 1820, he had 
opportunity to reveal the character and to exercise the qualities of a 
constitutional lawyer.” 

 
Questions to Consider 
Do you notice any bias in the author’s writing? If so, how do you think Hensel 
personally feels about Buchanan?  
 
 
 
 
 
How did Buchanan practice law? 
 
 
 
 
 
How did Buchanan’s law career prepare him for public office? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How can you try to filter out bias from sources? Why is it important to 
acknowledge? 
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His Lasting Legacy 
Buchanan’s Statue 

 
This statue of James Buchanan is 
located at the entrance to Buchanan 
Park on Buchanan Avenue.  Base of 
the statue reads “James Buchanan/ 
President of the United States/ 1857-
1861” and below “Given in Memory 
by Dulon F. Buchmiller.” 
 
Questions to Consider 
How is Buchanan remembered as a 
president?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is the significance of memorialization through statues? 
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James Buchanan Documentary Worksheet 
1. Why was Buchanan considered to be so prepared for the presidency? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. How did Buchanan approach foreign affairs, before and during his 
administration? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
3. What were some of the most divisive issues faced by the Buchanan 

administration? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. How did Buchanan approach the debate surrounding slavery? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Do you agree or disagree with the claim that Buchanan was responsible 
for the Civil War? Why? 
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