Franklin Pierce  -  The Man
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     Benjamin Pierce was 17 years old when Paul Revere warned that the British were coming.  He fought at Bunker Hill and when the war was over was a captain with $200. Of Government pay in his pocket.  He headed up North to New Hampshire where he bought 150 acres of land and a log cabin.  A town soon sprang up in the area and Captain Pierce was a leading man in the community.  He was a general in the militia, sent to the Legislature, elected sheriff of his county, and in 1827 and 1829 made governor of the State.

     Benjamin married early and had eight children, five sons, and three daughters.  Franklin was born November 22, 1804.  He had opportunity for schooling and his family sent him to Bowdine College.  Here he had many friends, was very well liked, except among the faculty.  Here he wasted two years of time in idleness and dissipation.  He committed so many pranks that he came close to being expelled.  But he made a good friend who influenced him to study hard and made up for lost time and graduated with fair honor in 1824.  Some of his lifelong friends and classmates were the novelist, Nathaniel Hawthorne and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

     After leaving college he studied Law.  He became a good lawyer, though he lost his first case.  He got involved in politics and was a Democrat.  He served in the Legislature of his state and in both Houses of Congress.  Although a northerner, he was an ardent upholder of slavery – which appealed to many southerners.

     He married Jane Means Appleton in 1834, the daughter of a President of Bowdine College.  She had delicate health and Pierce was devoted to her.  He preferred to live at home and attend to his law business, than to serve in politics.

     When the Mexican American War dawned, Polk appointed him colonel of a regiment, and before he got to Mexico he was made Brigadier-General.  At the battle of Contreras his horse got frightened and threw him into some rocks.  He was severely hurt, but stayed with his men.  The next day, when he attempted to march as usual, he fainted from his injury.  This caused him to be known as the “Fainting General”, but General Grant was there and said Pierce had showed himself a brave man.  After the war he was 44 and went back home to his law practice.

     Five years later, in 1852 the Democratic National Convention met.  Many statesmen were suggested, Lewis Cass, James Buchanan, William L. Marcy, Stephen A. Douglas, Samuel Houston, and a dozen others.  For four days the balloting went on, but no one got enough votes to win a majority. 

     Then on the fourth day, someone cast a vote for General Franklin Pierce, of New Hampshire.  Pierce was a northerner, but had strong pro-southern leanings, so in the next vote Virginia and New Hampshire voted for Pierce.  After a dozen more ballots Franklin Pierce was nominated by the Democratic Party as their candidate.

     No one was more surprised than Pierce.  A friend met him when he was out driving in his carriage and shouted out to him:  “General, have you heard the news from Baltimore?”   “No,” said Pierce.  “Who is nominated?”  “General Franklin Pierce, of New Hampshire.  Let me congratulate you.”

     Pierce had not wanted to be President and had said earlier of the position that the office “would be utterly repugnant to my tastes and wishes.”  He would be the nations second Dark Horse President.  He made no speeches during his campaign.  Pierce was the most un-ambitious man who ever ran for the Presidency.  Yet he was elected by the most sweeping majority (254 electoral votes to his opponent’s 42) since the second election of Monroe.

     In January, just before coming to Washington, the Pierces lost their third and last child, and adolescent boy, in a railroad wreck.  They were with him at the time and saw him killed before their eyes.  The shadow of the calamity hung over the White House.

     Pierce liked parties and gaiety and probably had more personal friends than any other President.  Yet his wife, Jane, was a sad little woman who rarely attended parties or other social functions.  She hated Washington and most everything to do with the Presidency.  She wore only black in the White House and spent much of her time writing letters to one of her three dead sons.

     Pierce was the only President who completed his term without making a single change to his Cabinet.  Of the seven members, Secretary of War – Jefferson Davis – soon to become President of the Confederacy, served with the greatest distinction.  He enlarged the Army and modernized its equipment, increased coastal and frontier defenses, reorganized the Signal Corps, and appointed subordinates on merit regardless of party.  (Note:  A few years later as President of the Confederacy he may have wished he had not done so good of a job.)

     After his single term Pierce and his wife return to a childless home.  His wife’s health continues to fail.  They traveled to Europe for her health, but she gradually sank, and died in 1863.

     In 1861, when volunteers were gathering in Concord, Pierce, the Democratic ex-President, made a ringing war speech at a great mass meeting, calling on the people to rally for the Union.  He lived to see its end, dying quietly on October 8, 1869.

Thus ends our fourteenth President.

