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JOHN GEARY, KANSAS. AND THE 1856 NATIONAL ELECTION
by Tony R. Mullis

John White Geary during
the American Civil War
Courtesy of the Kansas Swate Huitorical Socicry, Topeka

"Peace  now reigns in  Kansas,™
tersitorial Governor John W. Geary proudly
wrote Secretary of State Williain Marcy on
September 30, 1856, Barely a month belore
the 1856 national elections, Ceary
accomplished what no territorial governor
before him could--the quelling of violence in
"Bleeding Kansas." The timing of Geary’s
success  was  politically  significant. By
denywng  the Republican Party its most
potent campaign issue, Geary virtually
assured  James Buchanan and  the
Democratic  Party success in November.
Presideat Franklin Picrce’s willingaess to
give Geary undivided authority over federal
and territorial officials, coupled with
Geary’s decisive leadership and prudent use
of federal power, pacified Kansas long

enough to ensure Buchanan’s election.
Three days after the election, Geary's
private secretary succinctly expressed the
signilicance of his accomplishment: "Your
fame is widely spread, and it is often said
that you made the President.”

From James Ford Rhodes to James
McPherson, historians agree that Kansas
was the central issue of the 1856 campaign,
and that it superseded local issues n all
sections of the country. For months prior 1o
the election, the Republican Party press
adeptly squeezed "Bleeding Kansas™ [for its
maximum politicsl advaotage. By mid-
summer of 1856, the Democrats clearly had
to ameliorate the Kansas situation or "the
chances of a Democratic victory at the next
clection would be small indeed.™

Only a few historians. however,
acknowledge Geary’s role in securing
Buchanan's  election. Many, like Allan

Nevins, suggest that electing the Democratic
presidential  ticket was a  secondary
consideration in Geary's appointment as a
territorial governor. James McPherson, on
the other hand, states that Geary
"reportedly said that he went 1o Kansas
‘carrying a caadidate on his shoulders,™
Geary, morcover. firmly believed that
Buchanan owed “his present position [the
Presidency] to [his] exertions in Kansas.™
With Kansas pacified by early October,
Geary effectively denied the Republicans
their most powerful campaign issue, and
contributed to Bucharan’s corresponding
victory.

Although Presideni Pierce left no
evidence of his exact motivation with
respect to Geary's appointmeat, the timing
of his selection, the increase of federal
support for Geary before the election, and
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his gradual abandonment alterward, leave
no reasonable eornclosion other than his
primary mission as rejritorial governor was
to deny Republicans the campaign issue of
Kansas.

Prior to Geary's appointment, hawever,
"Bleeding Kansas® had effectively ended
Pierce’s hopes of renomination in 1856.
After he signed the Kansis-Nebraska Act
into law in May 1854, the Democratic Party
ardently snpported popular sovereiguly,
whereby territorial voters would determine
the status of slavery. Popnlar sovereignty led
to intense and ofien violenl coinpetition
between Kansas pro-slavery and [ree-siate
faelions. Republican newspapers diligently
exploited the turmoil in Kansas to ty and
win the White Honse in 1856. Rejpublican
all-year congressional suceesses in 1854
combined with strong showings in northern
state elections in 1856 heightened
Democratic concern. As a direct result of
the political consequences of "Bleeding
Ransas.” the Democrats by-passed both
Pierce and Stephen Douplas of Illinois, the
author of the Kansas-Nebraska Aet, and
nominated James Buchanan, a candidatc
with no eonnection 1o Kansas alfairs.

Pierce, disappointed bot still loyal 1o
the Democratic party, realized that victory
in November nccessitated quelling the
violence in Kansas. Pierce’s efforts had
failed to pacify the rerritory since the first
fraudulenl territorial election in March
1855. His [irst two lerritorial governors,
Andrew Recder and Wilson Shannon, were
also unsuccessful peacemakers. A partisan
Congress given its uncomproinising nature
during the 1%30s, offered no solution. Even
the U.S. Army, the only apparent jmpartiul
lorce in the territory, had embarrassed
Pierce and the Democrats when [ederal
troops dispersed the [ree-state lepislafure ar
Topcka on Joly 47, providing the
Republicans with even more eampaign
fodder.

To deny the Republicans their
strongest campaign issne, Pierce had to

pacify the terrilory quickly. What he and the
Democrats needed in the summer of 1856
was a terniforial governor possessing the
abilitics not merely 1o stop the violence, but
to earn the respect and submission of the
warring factions in Kansas. On July 28,
Pierce officially removed rhe inelfective
Shannon and nominated John W. Geary of
Penrsylvania to be the territory’s third
governor *

Pierce hod decided lo remove Shannon
at least a week earlier, as evidenced when
Democratic  Sepator Williain Bigler ol
Pennsylvania told Geary on Suly 23 that he
would be chosea for the job. In addition to
Bigler’s elforts on Geary’s behalf, Shalor
Eidridge, a prominent (ree-state Kansan,
supporied Geary’s nomination, and pointed
to his sucecssful work on a Pennsylvania
railroad contract and reputation as the [irst
mayor of San Francisco during its formative
years as suitable qualifications.’ Having
olfered Geary the Utah governorship a year
earlier, Pierce was undoubtedly familiar with
his repntation for leadership and courage
during the Mexican War. Colonel Geary
served bravely ar Chalpultepec and Belen's
Gate during the American siege of Mexico
City. Geary was an energetic, elficient, and
prudenl man who almosi always succeeded
at any endeavor he tried. Additionally, his
work with slaves in the coal mines of
Virginia soothed the minds ol suspicious
Southerners. Accepiable o politicians with
dilfering views and possessing a reputation
for ability and sawy, thc Penasylvanian was
3 sound choice.

Geary was an excellent choice in a
number of other ways. Dorn in western
Pennsylvania in 1819, he posscssed the
personal qualilications and boackground
Democrals wanted in a territorial executive,
Plerce could have I[ound no man better
fitred to serve in Kansas.

Political soundness, loo, was a
reqnirement. Senator John Crittenden of
Kentecky had advised Pierce in June 1856
to make General of the Army Winfield



Scott "dictator” of the Kansas territory until
it eould be pacified. General Seorr had the
necessary leadership abilities, wnd such
general qualities as integrity, impariiality,
and fairness, but he was a Whig.'" Pierce
found in Geary a solid and loyal Demoerat
who possessed essentially the same
leadership abilities as Scott. Feshaps even
mare importaut to Pierce, Geary was a
stouneh Jacksonian Democrat who believed
that men were capable of sclf-govermnent
through “expression of their will, in [ree and
equal electious.™ Fle believed in the
sanctity and lhe perpetuity of the Unien
and despised anyone who threatened iis
existence. He opposed "incbocracy and
violence.”" Geary was not an aboliionist,
but neither was he an ardent supporter of
the peculiar institution. He supporied
Calilornia’s entry into lhe Union as 1 {ree-
state, but showed no interest {n equal rights
for blacks, slave or free. Geary was 1hrilled
at the repeal of the Missouri Comproinise
and firnly supported the principle of
popular sovereignty.” In John Geary, Pieree
had not only a proven leader but a
moderate Demnocrat whose cownmitment 1o
the party and its principles  was
unquestioned.

Sensing an opportunity to help his
party, his country. and perhaps his future
political career, Geary accepled  the
President’s offer. The Senate confirmed
Gean’s nowmninalion unavimensly on Joly 31.
Pierce must have been pleased with public
reaction Lo his appointineal. The (St. Louis)
Republican,  suininarizing  the  notiou's
reaction w0 the uew Kapsas Governor.
observed, "Hc possesses all lhe
qualifications. both in civil and military
alfairs, 1o fit hitn in an eninent depree for
this responsible situation.”* Lven a pro-
Southern editorial noted that, "Colencl
Geary iz a Pennsylvanian, a Democral, and
a constant supporler of the Copstitutional
rights ol the South.™ TReaction (n Lhe
politically iinpostant "Reystone State” was
especially pleasing,  According to The
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Peunsylvanian, "|Geary’s] appoiniment is a
most excellent one, and will give satisfaction
throughout the eountry, particularly in
Pennsylvania, where Coloncl Geary is well
known and highly esteemed by rioops of
(riends."" Even Secrelary of War Jellerson
Davis approved ol Geary’s selection. His
aforementioned work with slaves in Virginia
coal mines proved to Davis that "[Geary]
was neither ignoranl in relation to that kind
of property nor prejudiced against it.""
Geary seemed to represent all things to all
men concerned with Kunsas. To [ree-slate
supporlers he was a Union man who
supporled free and fair elections; to pro-
slavery men he understoed slavery, or at
least property rights, and supported law and
order. All thar remained was for Geary to
go to Kansas and pacifly the territory in time
1o aid Bnchanan in November.

Before Geary arrived in Kansas,
however, Pierce ordered another nalive
Pennsylvanian, Brigadicr General Persifor
Sinith, to the territory as Coinmander of the
Depariment of the West. Pierce hoped
Smith’s repntation as an effective leader
would perstade both [ree-stale and pro-
slavery [actions 1o stop [ghting. Smith
appeared in the tercitory on July 7, threc
days after Coloncl "Bull® Sumner used
federal troops 1o disperse the free-state
legislature at Topeka. Fortunacely for Pierce
and the Democrals, Smith wonld reestablish
the credibility ol the Anny as an impartial
force and not, os Republicans claimed, the
tool of pro-slavery Deinocrals."®

Violenee persisted in Kansas even with
Situch at Fort Leavenworth and in command
of the Department of the West. To
complicate matters, Shannon, npon hearing
rumars of Geary’s appointment, quit his
post on August 18 comnplaining that he was
"without moral power ...and ... destitute
of any adequaie military lorce to preserve
the peace of the country.™ The
governorship fell upon Daniel Woodson,
appoinied the terrilory’s Secretary of State
by President Pierce in IB55. An avid pro-
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slavery man, Woodson, as Acting Governor
while Shannon was out of the tersitory in
July, had condoned Sumner’s actions at
Topeka. Pierce had ample reason to be
concerned about the immediate future of
the territory with Woodson as governor.
The last thing Pierce and the Democrats
needed in August of 1856 was another July
4 incident.

Congress for its part seemed to be
doing its best to compound the potential for
disaster in Kansas. The anti-slavery
members of the House of Representatives
attached a nider (o the Army appropriations
bill preventing Pierce from using any federal
troops 1o enforce "any cnactment of the
body claiming to be the Territorial
Legislature of Kansas, until such enaciment
shall have been affinned and approved by
Congress.™ Pierce could not hall the
violence in Kansas by military force, il so
restricted without yielding to the dictates of
the anti-slavery-dominated House, bul
neither could he achieve peace in Kansas
without the Army.

The Democratic controfled Senate
batked at the appropnations bill with the
House rider, and the 34th Congress
adjourned in mid-August without providing
funds for Army operations. Pierce
immediately called for a second session of
the Congress to persuade if lo save the
Army and, as he saw it, the country. Pierce
cited hostilities with Indians in Oregon and
Washington as the primary threat to the
peace and tranquility of the nation, but he
also made a vague reference to the sitealion
in Kansas.” Seemingly convinced by Pierce’s
appeal tonational security, Congress passed
the Senate version of the Army Bill on
August 30 without restrictions on the use of
federal troops in Kansas.

Events in the troubled tervitory,
however, soon overshadowed  Pierce’s
victory in Congress. On August 22, General
Smith expressed his concern over the lack of
sufficient troops in the territory. He
informed Colonel Samuel Cooper, Adjutant

General of the Army, that only a "large
force might prevent any violence; a small
one might tempt the commission of it."™
Smith knew the small Army contingent
scattered throughout Kansas could not keep
the free-state and pro-slavery forces {rom
fighting--but how many troops would be
enough? There were an estimaied 1,300
soldiers available for duty in the territory.”
1f states needed more, they traditionally
called out their local militia; that option
however, was extremely dangerous in
Kansas in 1856.

That danger materialized on August 25
when Acting Governor Woodson declared
the territory to be in open rebellion. He
then called out the pro-slavery territorial
mililia 1o suppress the “rebels” ([ree-state
men).”  As head of the (erritorial
government, Woodson could not legally be
stopped. General Smith and the Army could
only watch and obey their civilian masters.

The pro-slavery members of the Kansas
wilitia from both Kansas and Missouri
clearly intended to eradicate the free-state
"rebels,” and the Army was powerless.
General Smith correctly warned Colonel
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"Free-Slate prisoners on
their way (o Lecomptlon”
Courtesy of the Kansas Suite Historical Socicry, Topeka

As the Army can only act in aid
of. and subordinate Lo, the civil
anthority, it cannot array itself
against the representatives of that
very authority (Kansas militia),
and I see no way in which it can
prevent a collusion brought about



by the government of the terriory

itself, and in the exercise of ils

function.®
With Woodson in charge and Geary still
over a week from the territory, the situation
looked bleak for a peaceful Kansas and
subsequent Democratic hopes for victory in
November.

Legally powerless, the Army could as
well, exert lide moral influence on the
militia. As Lieulenant Colonel Philip St.
George Cooke, Commander, 2nd Dragoons,
stated, "I suspect that my presence [and that
of the Army] emboldens the militia and
others to thesc outrages.”™ Since Pierce
subordinated the Army to the terntorial
governor, Cooke was helpless (o use his
troops impariially as long as Woodson was
in charge. Despite Pierce’s hopes that
General Sinith would prevent violence,
Woodson elfectively rendered the Army
viriually useless. On September 1, the
Acting Governor ordered Coloael Cooke to
march on Topeka and disarm  the
insurrectionists and armed invaders. Cooke
refused on the grounds of previous
instructions  that  authorized Army
interference "only when armed resistance is
offered to the taws and against the peace
and quiet of the territory.”™ Explaining his
refusal o Woodson, the Colonel
summarized the Army’s dilemma in Kansas:

If the Army be useless in the

present  unhappy  crisis, 1l is

because in our Conslitution and
laws, civil war was not foreseen,

nor the contingency of a

systematic resistance by the people

to the government of their own

creation.®
Cooke rightly regarded Woodson's order as
merely a “call . . . to make war upon the
town of Topeka,® but forwarded
Woodson's request to General Sinith for
consideration.

General  Smith, meanwhile, had
received new instructions from Jelferson
Davis in response 1o his August 22
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complaints of inadequate manpower. Davis
informed the General that the President
had authorized the use of militia units from
Keatucky and llinois should the Army need
them.* Smith never called on either state’s
militia, but Pierce’s decision authorizing
additional forces within three months of the
presidential election revealed his increased
willingness to impose peace on Kansas
through increased military pressure.

General Smith also supported Colonel
Cooke's rejection of Woodson’s order Lo
disarm the {ree-staters at Topeka. He
directed all subordinate commanders to
carry out only direct orders from the
President that were transmitted through
proper channels.’ More importantly,
however, Smith’s  support  of Cooke
regarding Topcka elfectively prevented
unbridled civil war in the territory prior to
Geary's arrival,

John Geary made his first appearance
in the Kansas territory at IFort Leavenworth
on September 9. Tension between free-state
and pro-slavery factions in the territory had
never been fiercer. MNews of the initial
failure of the Army appropriations bil! on
August 18 appears 1o have encouraged
increased resistance by pro-slavery and free-
state forces alike. The possible absence of
lederal intervention iaflated the willingness
of both factions to resolve the slavery issue
by direct violence. With the election nearing
and colder temperatures on the horizon.
each side believed it was its last opporiunity
in 1856 to determine the territory’s future
status. Fortunately for Kansas, Pierce, and
the Democrats, John Geary had arrived in
time to preveat a potentially bloody
encounter.

Secretary of State William Marcy
instructed Geary to maintain order and
quiet in the territory and punish offenders
of the peace.™ I he succeeded in pacifying
quickly the territory, Buchanan’s chances for
the presidency would markedly improve. Te
aid Geary, Marcy authorized the raising of
a territorial militia to suppress whoever



18

resisted the ‘legilimate” laws of the
territory.® But Geary wanted impartial
federal forces, not partisan militia that
would only increase tensions. According to
the new Governor: "The presence of
additional government (roops will exert a
moral influence that cannot be oblained by
any militia that can here be called in
requisition.”™ The statement reflected his
belief that a strong military presence would
substantiatly reduce friction in the territory.
Jefferson Dawvis, meanwhile, also issued new
instructions for General Smith:

1t is the purpose of the President

to secure to you all the military

force necessary to maintain order

and suppress insurrcction, and

that no military operations shall

be carried on in the Territory of

Kansas otherwise than under your

instrucdions and orders. You will

not permit the employment of

militia, or of any bodies of men;

unless they have been regularly
mustered into the service of the

Unitcd States.®
Pierec's order centralized control of all
authorized federal and lerritorial military
forces under General Smith and Governor
Geary.

With Geary as Governor and Smith as
Commander of the Department of the
West, Pierce had capable civilian and
military lecadership in Kansas. The two
native Pennsylvanians worked well together.
Smith hod indicated his disdain for
Woodson, who, "did not seem . . . to take a
right view of affairs."® Despite Smith’s and
ultimately Geary's low opinion of the Acting
Governor, Woodson stayed on as Secretary
of State throughout Geary's administration.
Smith, on the other hand praised Geary and
stated that the new Governor could count
on him as a "sure alfy . . . - for all is at stake
in the coming eclection and the encmy are
moving here with a view to the 4th of
November.” Geary had offered his
cooperation to Smith earlier, also with the

hope of "bringing about the triumphant
election of Mr. Buchapan.™® Geary and
Smith agreed that violent partisan politics
must cease if peace was (o come 10 Kansas,
and both were coafident of success.

The Governor’'s mansion in Lecomplon
Courtesy of the Kansas Swate Historical Society, Topeka

Arriving at the territorial capital of
Lecompion on September 11, Geary
consutted with Smith and issued two
proclamations. The [first disbanded the
militia calted by Woodson, and the second
requested the formation of a new militia of
bona fide male cilizens berween the ages of
eighteen and forty-five, o be organized and
mustered iato the US Army upon Smith’s
request.” Geary's proclamations, coupled
with Smith’s latest guidance from Davis,
revealed the Governor's decisive nature and
his intent to pacify the territory with federal
[orces.

A significant question is why did the
Geary-Stnith combination succeed where
previous leaders had failed? Above all,
instead of waiting for "armed resistance” (o
occur as Shapnoa had done with the “Sack
of Lawrence® in May,” Geary, in using
federal troops, adopted a preveative
strategy. Geary was also effective because
he reestablished the moral authority of the
territorial goverament through impartial
administration of Kansas affairs, and by
properly employing moral suasion and the
Army to restore order and maintain peace.

Geary’s [irst crucial test as territorial



governor came quickly. [n the early hours of
Scpiember 13, Geary rscceived word of
possible  hostililies ncar  the free-siatc
community of Lawrence. Using his
preventive strategy, Geary ordered Colonel
Cooke fto send his 400 dragoons to
Lawrence immediately. Geary joined forces
with Cocke's soldiers at sunrise near
Lawrence “to prevent bloodshed.™ Geary
hoped that his presence, aloag with the
federal (roops, would prevenl the outbreak
ol hostilities. If oof, he was willing to use
federal  power to stop Lhe [fghting.
Meanwhile, Geary alsc heard ncws of a
[ree-stare [orce marching to llickory Point,
a pro-slavery stronghold. Without hegitating,
Geary ordered a smaller contingent of
federal scldiers wader Captuin Thoinas J.
Wood o march immediately 1o [lickory
Point and protect the citizens Ihere.”
Geary's preventive stralegy worked,

The Governor and Cooke's troops
rendezvoused as planned abont three miles
from Lawrence on the Franklin Road. They
enconntercd between 2,500 and 3,000 pro-
slavery territorial militia in liwae o prevent
an attack on Lawrence.? Geary and the
Arny faced down the leaders of the pro-
slavery [orces and effectively delused whar
could have spurked a civil war. According to
Cooke’s analysis of Geary’s perlorinance:
"Anthority prevailed aud the Militia [called
out onder Woodsons I'roclamnation)
honorahly submitied to march oif to be
disbunded at their places of rendezvous. ™
Captain  Wood’s timely inrervention at
Hickory Point resnlted i1 the caplure of 104
[ree-state anilitia.

The psychological ellect  of  the
presence of federal [orecs comnbined with
the actions ol an enrhusinstic, immpartial, and
decisive rerritorial governor proved, at leust
temporarily, 1o be a formnla for success in
tnrmnoil-ridden Kunsas. Geany’s gnick and
decisive actions on the Fragklin Roud and
ar  Hickory DPoint  demnonstrated  his
impartiality. Within one week of his arrival,
Geary had won a major palivical ¥ictory for
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the Pierce administration and the
Democratie Party. Skirmishes between free-
state and pro-slavery forces cootinned
throughout September, but Geary did not
face another closc to the mappitude of
September 13 apd 14.

On Scprember 17, Sinith requested two
companies of territorial militia to aid in
policing the territory. Those lerritprials
rmustered, however, [unctioned only as
puards, allowing the regulars ic patrol the
territory and maintain the peace.” By the
cad of the month, Geary had achieved
peace.

With peace at hand all Geasy had Lo
do was maintain order and tranquility until
the eleclion. lo the weeks prior (o the
election, the New York Jounnil of
Commerce tegarded Geary's success: "Bad
News for the Black Republicans - Kansas
Pacified.” The Philadelphia Public Ledger
reported, "To [those who wanlcd violence to
coatinue in Kansas through the Presidential
canvass| "Peace [n  Kamsas,' is  most
disngrecahle news, . . "* Geary's success
was elfeclively exploited by the Democraric

presses.
Both Pieree and Buchanan were
nndoubredly  deliphtied  with  Geary's

accomplishment. Barely a month before the
oational clection and only weeks before the
key swmtes of Pennsylvania, Ohio, and
Indiana held their state eleciions, John
Geary had pacilied Kansas apd denied the
Repoblicans their most significant campaign
issne. On October 29, Geary's personal
secrelary, John Gihon. wroie the Governor
of a dinner conversation at the National
lotel in Washington where "it was [ully
declared that [Geary's] course in Komsas
would be the ineans ol effecting the snccess
of the deipocracy in the coming presidential
canvass.™? Elections are rarely decided on
one faclor or issue, and the election ol 1856
was no dilferent. Neithe, Dicree  nor
Bnchanan, nor any other Democrat, could
deny Geary's contribntion Io securing a
Demorratic victory in 1856. Upon hearing
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of Buclanan's election, Geary reminded the
Presideat-clect ol that Tack:
T can assure you that no man in
the country lelt more solicitous lor
this auspicions resnlt than mysel!,
and as the establishment  of
tranquility in Kansas, previous (o
the election, was supposed lo
laver yeu, 1 labored with dntense
energy o accomplish thar object.*

Buchaman and the Nemocratic Farty
were preatly indebted to John Geary. As for
his successtul, allxit temporary, pacificaiion
of Kansas, which undounted’y aided in
victory, especially in Penasylvania where

Buchuanan had less than a three thousand
vole majority over Fremont and the
American Party nominee Millard Fillmore,®
Geary could be preud. With the eleetion
obtained  however.  Pierre  giadnally
wilhdrew snoport fyom Geary. Frustraced by
inadeguate support, renewed conflicr i

Konsas, an  uncooperative  territoral
legislature and judiciary, and voneemed with
threats against his  life, Geary

uncharacteristically resigned on March 4,
1857. He rcturned (o his  beloved
Penasylvania o enjoy a prace Lhat was cut
short by another President’s call to rstablish
domestic trangquility. I however, cane from
Republican: Abrubam Lincoln.
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