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Chapter 201 – Pierce’s Term Gets Underway 

 

Dates: 
1853-1857  

Sections: 
• Pierce Selects A Strong Cabinet 
• Franklin Pierce’s Inaugural Address 
• Overview Of Franklin Pierce’s Term 
 

 
************************************ 
 
Pierce Selects A Strong Cabinet 
 

As Pierce considers his cabinet options he is acutely aware of the fact that he 
was nobody’s first choice of those at the Baltimore convention. He also 
recognizes that while the Whigs may have collapsed for good with Scott’s 
defeat, the potential for rifts within his own Democrats need to be addressed. 
In the North, some residual animus remains in New York between the so-called 
“Hunkers” and the “Barnburners,” although the two Van Burens and John Dix 
have abandoned their temporary flight to the Free Soil Party. 
But the overriding fault line lies between Democrats in the North vs. the South, 
even after the 1850 Compromise Bill. Northerners are upset over the presence of 
slave catchers in their towns. Southerners feel that their constitutional rights to 
“property in slaves” has still not been affirmed by Congress, and that “popular 
sovereignty” is hardly the guarantee they desire. 
 
 

 Caleb Cushing (1800-1879)       
 
The overriding fear then among Southerners is that slavery will be banned in the new Mexican Cession 
lands. John Calhoun and the Fire-Eaters have been warning of this all along, and now the prospect is 
sinking in more broadly, especially across the lower South. Pierce’s challenge will be to try to hold the 
moderate Democrats together and prevent an open revolt among the Southern outliers.  
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Differing Factions Within The Democratic Party In 1852 

Southern Outliers Positions People 
   Fire-Eaters Oppose 1850 Compromise & threaten secession Rhett, Hammond, Yancey 
   Unionists Reservations about 1850, but not favoring secession Cobb, Hunter 
Moderates Across 
Sections 

Pro-Compromise and party solidarity Pierce, Buchanan, Cass, 
Douglas, Marcy, Davis, 
Benton, Houston, Johnson, 
Breckinridge, Guthrie, 
Dickinson, the Van Burens 

 
Within this context, Pierce sees his first task as trying to choose a cabinet acceptable to all sides.   
 
For Secretary of State he settles on William Marcy, a sixty-six year old New Yorker, who served as 
Senator and Governor of his state, joined Polk’s cabinet as Secretary of War and then sought the 
presidential nomination in Baltimore, backing the 1850 Bill and party unification. 
 
Next comes Jefferson Davis who has opposed the Compromise, but whose his military career makes him 
an obvious choice for the War Department. He will also link Pierce into various States Rights factions, 
tempered by his firm commitment to the Union. 
 
His choice for Attorney General is his Mexican War acquaintance, Caleb Cushing, a renowned Northern 
Doughface, whose history includes family wealth, Harvard, many years as a Whig before being drummed 
out for supporting John Tyler. He has also been a Minister to China, and a foursquare supporter of the 
1850 Bill.  
 
Treasury goes to the Kentucky businessman, “hard money” banker, college president and developer of the 
city of Louisville, James Guthrie. He is sixty years old and frequently touted as a White House contender. 
After his four years in the job, many will call him the best Treasury leader since Hamilton. 
 
After promoting Marcy for State and landing the job he wants as Ambassador to the UK, James Buchanan 
weighs in again with Pierce on behalf of naming a Roman Catholic, Pennsylvania Judge James Campbell 
as Postmaster General. This is a controversial pick aimed at locking in future votes from the growing 
European immigrant groups.       
 
James Dobbins, the North Carolinian House member whose last minute praise in Baltimore led to 
Pierce’s victory, earns his reward as Secretary of the Navy – while long-term friend of Lewis Cass and 
twice Governor of Michigan, Robert McClelland, gets the Interior posting.   
 

Franklin Pierce’s Cabinet 
Position Name Home State 
Secretary of State William Marcy New York 
Secretary of Treasury James Guthrie Kentucky 
Secretary of War Jefferson Davis Mississippi 
Attorney General Caleb Cushing Massachusetts 
Secretary of Navy James Dobbin North Carolina 
Postmaster General James Campbell Pennsylvania 
Secretary of Interior Robert McClelland Michigan 
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In the end, Pierce’s patchwork quilt cabinet will serve him well. All seven men complete their entire 
terms with effort and integrity; they come to respect their President; and two who hardly know him in 
1852, Marcy and Davis, become his lifelong friends. 
 
************************************ 
 
Date: March 4, 1853 
 
Franklin Pierce’s Inaugural Address 
 

 
Looking Up Pennsylvania Avenue From The White House To The Capitol 
 
Pierce’s Inaugural ceremonies play out on a chilly overcast day in Washington marked by intermittent 
snow. After an open carriage ride up Pennsylvania Avenue to the capitol, he steps onto the east portico to 
deliver his remarks. The speech runs to some 3300 words, and, true to form, he delivers it all from 
memory.  
 
Only two months have passed since the tragic loss of his only remaining child, and his opening lines are 
both touching and revealing under the circumstances:  
 

My Countrymen: It a relief to feel that no heart but my own can know the personal regret and 
bitter sorrow over which I have been borne to a position so suitable for others rather than 
desirable for myself… You have summoned me in my weakness; you must sustain me by your 
strength. 
 

Like many a predecessor, he begins by reflecting on the wisdom and accomplishments of the founders. 
 

The thoughts of the men of that day were as practical as their sentiments were patriotic. They 
wasted no portion of their energies upon idle and delusive speculations, but with a firm and 
fearless step advanced beyond the governmental landmarks which had hitherto circumscribed the 
limits of human freedom… The oppressed throughout the world from that day to the present have 
turned their eyes hitherward, not to find those lights extinguished or to fear lest they should 
wane, but to be constantly cheered by their steady and increasing radiance.  

 
His ties to the “Young America” movement and his belief in Manifest Destiny are captured in a full-
throated endorsement of further geographical expansion. 
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The stars upon your banner have become nearly threefold their original number; your densely 
populated possessions skirt the shores of the two great oceans… The policy of my Administration 
will not be controlled by any timid forebodings of evil from expansion. Indeed, it is not to be 
disguised that our attitude as a nation and our position on the globe render the acquisition of 
certain possessions not within our jurisdiction eminently important for our protection, (and) for 
the preservation of the rights of commerce and the peace of the world.   
 
At the same time, he decries aggression and pledges to “cultivate kindly and fraternal relations 
with the rest of mankind” in his foreign policies -- while also reaffirming a commitment to the 
Monroe Doctrine.  
 
The rights, security, and repose of this Confederacy reject the idea of interference or colonization 
on this side of the ocean by any foreign power beyond present jurisdiction as utterly inadmissible.  

He references his time in the military, concluding that while a large standing army is unnecessary; his 
goal will be to strengthen the nation’s military science and officer corps.   
 

The opportunities of observation furnished by my brief experience as a soldier confirmed in my 
own mind the opinion, entertained and acted upon by others from the formation of the 
Government, that the maintenance of large standing armies in our country would be not only 
dangerous, but unnecessary…. They also illustrated the importance--I might well say the absolute 
necessity--of the military science and practical skill furnished…by the institution which has made 
your Army what it is under the discipline and instruction of officers..distinguished for their solid 
attainments, gallantry, and devotion to the public service…unobtrusive bearing and high moral 
tone.   

 
The administration of domestic affairs will be carried out with integrity and economy.  
 

In the administration of domestic affairs you expect a devoted integrity in the public service and 
an observance of rigid economy in all departments, so marked as never justly to be questioned. 

 
As he begins to wind down his remarks he turns to the threats he sees to the Union. As a pure Jeffersonian 
Democrat, one of these lies in concentrating too much power in the central government. This, he says, is 
inconsistent with the intent of the Constitution, and he promises to curb federal intrusion and respect the 
rights of the states – all music to the ears of his southern supporters.  
 

But these are not the only points to which you look for vigilant watchfulness. The dangers of a 
concentration of all power in the general government of a confederacy so vast as ours are too 
obvious to be disregarded. You have a right, therefore, to expect your agents in every department 
to regard strictly the limits imposed upon them by the Constitution of the United States. The great 
scheme of our constitutional liberty rests upon a proper distribution of power between the State 
and Federal authorities, and experience has shown that the harmony and happiness of our people 
must depend upon a just discrimination between the separate rights and responsibilities of the 
States and your common rights and obligations under the General Government…If the Federal 
Government will confine itself to the exercise of powers clearly granted by the Constitution, it can 
hardly happen that its action upon any question should endanger the institutions of the States or 
interfere with their right to manage matters strictly domestic according to the will of their own 
people 

 
Finally Pierce faces squarely into the issue of “involuntary servitude,” while insisting that his views have 
been clear all along.   
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My own position upon this subject was clear and unequivocal, upon the record of my words and 
my acts, and it is only recurred to at this time because silence might perhaps be misconstrued… 

 
He calls upon all sides to debate the issue in a “calmly,” avoiding “sectionalism and uncharitableness,” 
and on behalf of the “perpetuation of the Union.” 
 

The field of calm and free discussion in our country is open, and will always be so, but never has 
been and never can be traversed for good in a spirit of sectionalism and uncharitableness…In 
expressing briefly my views upon an important subject rich has recently agitated the nation to 
almost a fearful degree, I am moved by no other impulse than a most earnest desire for the 
perpetuation of that Union which has made us what we are… 

 
Having said that he asserts that the Constitution recognizes “involuntary servitude;” that the “rights of the 
South” in this regard demand respect; that the “compromise measures” of 1850” must be “unhesitatingly 
carried out;” and that, in so doing, all “fanatical excitement” over the issue should be laid “at rest.”  
 

I believe that involuntary servitude, as it exists in different States of this Confederacy, is 
recognized by the Constitution. I believe that it stands like any other admitted right, and that the 
States where it exists are entitled to efficient remedies to enforce the constitutional provisions. I 
hold that the laws of 1850, commonly called the "compromise measures," are strictly 
constitutional and to be unhesitatingly carried into effect.  
 
I believe that the constituted authorities of this Republic are bound to regard the rights of the 
South in this respect as they would view any other legal and constitutional right, and that the 
laws to enforce them should be respected and obeyed, not with a reluctance encouraged by 
abstract opinions as to their propriety in a different state of society, but cheerfully and according 
to the decisions of the tribunal to which their exposition belongs.  
 
Such have been, and are, my convictions, and upon them I shall act. I fervently hope that the 
question is at rest, and that no sectional or ambitious or fanatical excitement may again threaten 
the durability of our institutions or obscure…our prosperity 

 
Pierce closes traditionally, calling upon “God and His overruling providence” to keep the nation secure.   
 

Standing, as I do, almost within view of the green slopes of Monticello, and, as it were, within 
reach of the tomb of Washington, with all the cherished memories of the past gathering around 
me like so many eloquent voices of exhortation from heaven, I can express no better hope for my 
country than that the kind Providence which smiled upon our fathers may enable their children to 
preserve the blessings they have inherited.  
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************************************ 
 
Date: March 4, 1853 – March 4, 1857 
 
Overview Of Franklin Pierce’s Term 
 
From the moment he sets foot in the White House, Franklin Pierce is focused on holding his beloved 
Democratic Party together as the necessary path to preserving the Union.  
 
For years the Whig Party has been the political foil against which the Democrats could rally. Early battles 
centered on Tariff rates; then came controversies over a National Bank and spending behind federal 
infrastructure projects; more recently the disputes over expansion, the Texas Annexation and the Mexican 
War. At every turn, Democrats who might have internal differences with each other were always able to 
see a much greater evil in the form of Henry Clay and his American System platforms. 
 
By 1852, however, these differences have become less intense. Public attention has turned to newer 
issues, how best to paste together the new western Territories with the old eastern States; the sudden 
influx of immigrants, especially Catholics from Ireland and Germany, and their impact on the status quo 
privileges of the dominant WASP culture; and, of course, finality around the future course of slavery and 
of white-black social relations. 
 
As a proponent of the Young America Movement, Pierce tends to rely on Stephen A. Douglas to take the 
lead in Congress on these emerging issues.  
 
On economic policy, Douglas is almost Whig-like in his support of infrastructure projects aimed at 
upgrading railroads, roads, waterways and communication systems throughout the west. While Pierce is 
forever uncomfortable with the constitutionally of spending federal dollars this way, he tends to go along 
on projects that support commerce and bonding between the west and the east.  
 
One such project will involve Congressional debate over the routing of a transcontinental railroad which 
will eventually extend over 1,912 miles and open in 1869. Four different routes will be proposed, with 
cities and property owners along the chosen path certain to enjoy financial windfalls.  
 
To gain Southern support for a “central route” through Chicago that he favors (and is personally invested 
in), Douglas introduces his Kansas-Nebraska Act in January 1854. This Bill is generally regarded as the 
spark that leads inevitably to the Civil War. It does so by reneging on the 36’30” boundary line in the 
Missouri Compromise which divided Free States from Slave States within the Louisiana Purchase 
territories. Once passed, it becomes a rallying point for politicians and citizens alike who oppose the 
presence of slaves – and even free blacks – in the west.  
 
Among these opponents are the remnants of several parties in search of a new raison d’etre, including: the 
dispirited Whigs, the abolitionist and white supremacist wings of the Free Soil movement, and a new anti-
immigrant group soon to be labeled the Know Nothings. By the conclusion of Pierce’s term this mixed 
bag will begin to coalesce under the banner of Republicans. 
 
To further console and solidify his Southern Democrats, Pierce embraces more territorial expansion, first 
in the Gadsden Purchase of land along the Mexican border required for a railway route across the 32nd 
parallel, and later in official pursuit of acquiring Cuba and in his lax response to filibustering actions by 
William Walker in Nicaragua.         
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But midway through his term comes the crisis that will convert the angry rhetoric over slavery into the 
violence that will eventually topple the Union.  
 
It is focused in the new Kansas Territory and involves a battle between forces anchored in Missouri who 
intend to make it a Slave State and new settlers from the North equally intent on a Free State outcome.  
 
When the Democrat’s theoretical solution – “let the voters decide” – breaks down in the face of 
fraudulent elections, the two sides engage in a series of vicious confrontations lasting over the next five 
years and forever marking the territory as “Bloody Kansas.”   
 
The violence in Lawrence and along the Pottawatomie Creek in Kansas is soon replayed in the U.S. 
Senate when the outspoken abolitionist, Senator William Sumner of Massachusetts is nearly caned to 
death on the floor by the South Carolina man, Preston Brooks.   
 
Franklin Pierce will run through three Territorial Governors in his attempt to solve the Kansas crisis, 
before handing the conflict over to his successor, Buchanan, who will only make matters worse. 
 
The national economy continues to thrive during Pierce’s term as industry rushes west toward the gold 
fields of California and railroad construction booms. By 1856, however, concerns over speculation in 
both new land and new trains sharply dampens the growth.  
 

Key Economic Overview 
   1852    1853   1854    1855   1856 
Total GDP ($000)  $3,066    3,311   3,713    3,975   4,047 
% Change   +12%     +8    +12     +7    +2 
      
Per Capita GDP    $123     128     138    143     142 

 
Pierce lives for over eleven years after leaving office. He tours Europe and vacations in the Bahamas, but 
always returns to his home in Concord, NH. In the 1860 race he backs Cushing and then Breckinridge as 
his Democratic Party divides. During the war his loyalty is questioned off and on, especially given his 
closeness to Jefferson Davis. His health deteriorates after the loss of his wife in 1863 and his friend, 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, in 1864. Always a heavy drinker, he finally dies of cirrhosis of the liver in 1869. 
 

Key Events: Pierce’s Term 
1852  
November 2 Pierce wins presidency in a landslide 
December The American (Nativist) Party gathers supporters 
1853  
March 2 Washington territory created out of northern Oregon territory 
March 3 Congress appropriates $150,000 to survey routes for a transcontinental railroad 
March 4 Franklin Pierce inaugurated 
April 18 Vice-President William King dies and not replaced; David Atchison now next in line. 
May 19 James Gadsden to negotiate with Mexico over land in southern NM & Arizona 
May 31 Second Arctic exploratory expedition sets out under command of Dr. Elisha King 
June Expeditions begin to explore four routes for the transcontinental railroad   
July 8 Commodore Perry arrives at Yedo Bay, Japan, and delivers Fillmore letter to the 

Emperor 
December 30 
Or 6/29 app 

Gadsden Treaty adds 29,640 square miles in Southwest for $10 million to Mexico 
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Year 1.2 million copies of Uncle Tom’s Cabin sold during the year 
1854  
January 4 Hoping to route the transcontinental railroad through Chicago, Douglas proposes 

dividing Nebraska Territory in two (Kansas & Nebraska), assuming one will be Free 
and one Slave, even though both lie north of the 36’30” Missouri Compromise Free-
only line 

January 16 Kentucky Senator Archibald Dixon proposes to formally repeal the Missouri 
Compromise 

January 17 Senator Charles Sumner proposes an amendment to reaffirm the Compromise 
January 18 Filibusterer William Walker declares himself President of Sonora (Mexican 

California) 
January 24 Several Democratic senators led by Chase and Sumner attack Douglas’s Kansas-

Nebraska bill as a plot by Southern slave-owners to violate the 36’30” line  
March 20 Meeting of anti-slavery men held at Ripon, WI to form a Republican Party 
March 31 Commodore Perry returns to Japan and induces Japan to sign Treaty of Kanagawa 

which opens ports to US trading ships 
April 26 The Emigrant Aid Society formed in Worcester, Mass. to encourage anti-slavery men 

to settle in Kansas as a Free State 
May 8 Filibusterer William Walker returns to U.S. after failed incursion into Mexico 
May 26 The Senate passes the Kansas-Nebraska Act with a clear majority & Pierce signs it 

into law.  
 Wendell Phillips and mob storm Boston court house in failed attempt to free another 

runaway slave, William Burns. 
May 31 Pierce warns against filibustering in Cuba. 
June 5 US and Britain sign treaty on fishing rights off New Brunswick 
July 6-13 Anti-slavery Democrats, Whigs and Free Soilers meet in Michigan to demand repeal 

of both the Kansas-Nebraska Act and the Fugitive Slave Act. Leaders include 
Sumner, Chase, Julian, Bates and Browning.  

July 19 Wisconsin Supreme Court declares Fugitive Slave Act unconstitutional and frees Mr. 
Booth who had been arrested for helping a runaway slave 

July  Federal land grant opened in Kansas to support settlers  
October 7 Pierce appoints Andrew Reeder as first Territorial Governor of Kansas 
October 16 Abraham Lincoln delivers speech in Peoria condemning the Kansas-Nebraska Act. He 

affirms the rights of Southern slave-owners while also supporting gradual 
emancipation. 

October 18 US Minister to Spain Pierre Soule negotiates the “Ostend (Belgium) Manifesto” with 
European ministers supporting the annexation of Cuba by force if necessary.  

November 29 Missouri ruffians cross Kansas border to support a pro-slavery representative to DC  
November The Know Nothing Party holds a convention in Cincinnati 
December Voting for 35th Congress is under way 
Year Henry David Thoreau publishes Walden  
1855  
January 16 Territorial legislature meets for the first time in Nebraska 
February 24 Final report published on transcontinental railroad route surveys 
March 3 Secretary of State Marcy rejects the “Ostend Manifesto” after negative public 

reactions. 
March 4 35th Congress convenes 
March 30 Missouri ruffians again invade Kansas to elect a pro-slavery territorial legislature, 

which Governor Reeder accepts as legitimate 
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June 5 Southerners dominate Know-Nothing Party convention in Philadelphia 
July 2 Kansas pro-slavery dominated legislature meets in Pawnee and expels anti-slavery 

men  
July 31 Pierce removes Kansas Governor Reeder for opposing the pro-slavery legislature 
August 4 Free State supporters meet at Lawrence, Kansas and call for their own legislature 
September 3 Filibusterer William Walker assumes actual control over Nicaragua during a civil war, 

with the backing of the Accessory Transit Company which seeks a canal across the 
land. 

October 1 Pro-slavery forces in Kansas elect J. W. Whitfield as delegate to DC congress  
October 9 Anti-slavery men in Kansas elect ex-Governor Reeder as their delegate to DC 
October 13 Filibusterer William Walker takes control over the nation of Nicaragua 
November 12 Free State Kansans hold convention in Topeka and adopt a constitution that outlaws 

slaves and then also all blacks from residing in the state  
November 26 War breaks out along the Wakarusa River between 1500 Border Ruffians and anti-

slavery forces who also fortify the town of Lawrence 
December 8 Pierce issues a proclamation critical of Walker’s actions in Nicaragua  
December 15 Free State Kansans approve the Topeka Constitution banning slaves and all blacks 
Year Roughly 400,000 immigrants arrive in New York during the year 
 Frederick Douglass publishes his autobiography 
 Feminist Lucy Stone marries Henry Blackwell with both promising gender equality 
1856  
January 15 Free State Kansans elect their own Governor, Charles Robinson, which is called an 

act of rebellion by Pierce 
January 24 Georgia Senator Robert Toombs delivers pro-slavery speech at Tremont Temple in 

Boston 
February 2 Divisions in the House over the Kansas-Nebraska Act provoke a two-month stalemate 

in selection of a Speaker, with Know-Nothing Nathaniel Banks finally selected.  
February 22 The Know Nothing (American) Party holds a convention in Philadelphia and select 

Millard Fillmore as their presidential candidate, while also attacking the “Black 
Republicans” in their platform.  

March 4 Free State Kansans in Topeka apply for statehood with Republican support, but 
Douglas blocks the measure demanding that a new constitutional convention be held 
first. 

April 21 The first railroad bridge across the Mississippi is completed between Illinois and Iowa 
May 21 Pro-slavery Kansans attack the Free State stronghold at Lawrence and  
May 22 Three days after a speech critical of Andrew Butler of South Carolina, Senator 

Charles Sumner is caned at his desk and critically wounded by Butler’s nephew, 
Preston Brooks 

May 24 Abolitionist John Brown leads attack killing five pro-slavery settlers at Pottawattamie 
Creek 

June 2-6 The Democrats meet in Cincinnati and choose James Buchanan as their presidential 
nominee and John C. Breckinridge as VP on a platform that supports the 1850 
Compromise and the Kansas-Nebraska Act. 

June 15 A break-away group of anti-slavery Know Nothings holds a convention in New York, 
choosing John C. Fremont for President behind a “Free Territory and Free Kansas” 
banner and a platform attacking immigrants and Roman Catholics and calling for 
“Americans only to govern America.” 

June 17-19 The first Republican Party convention meets in Philadelphia and also nominates 
Fremont for President; its platform calls for a Free Kansas and approval of a 
transcontinental railroad.  
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July 3 The House votes to admit Kansas as a Free State, but the Senate rejects as the session 
ends 

July 4 Federal troops from Ft. Leavenworth arrive at Topeka & dispel the Free State 
legislature 

September 9 Pierce appoints John W. Geary as the new Governor of the Kansas Territory 
September 
15 

Geary sends Federal Troops to halt an impending attack by some 2500 Border 
Ruffians 

September 
17 

Remaining Whigs meet in Baltimore and back the Know Nothing ticket of Fremont 
and Andrew Donelson, the adopted son of Andrew Jackson 

November 4 James Buchanan elected 15th President 
1857  
January 15 Abolitionist Garrison speaks at the Massachusetts Disunion Convention apparently 

showing support for their slogan “no union with slaveholders.” 
Jan - Feb Pro-slavery Kansans meet in Lecompton to call for a census and the election of 

delegates to a constitutional convention. Governor Geary vetoes the proposal. 
March 3 Tariff Act of 1857 lowers rates to 20%. 
March 4 Kansas Governor Geary resigns after criticism from Pierce for resisting LeCompton 
 James Buchanan is inaugurated 

 


