William Alfred Buckingham
Governor of Connecticut, 1858-1866

Born: May 28, 1804, Lebanon, Connecticut
College: None

Political Party: Whig; Republican
Offices: Mayor, Norwich, Connecticut, 1849, 1850, 1856, 1857
Governor of Connecticut, 1858-1866

U.S. Senate, 1869-1875

Died: February 5, 1875, Norwich, Connecticut

The Buckingham family had been in Connecticut several
generations by the time William A. Buckingham was born on
May 28, 1804 in Lebanon, Connecticut. Thomas Buckingham,
the first of the family in America, helped to settle the Ne
Haven Colony in 1638. One of his sons, also named Thomas,
was ordained pastor at the Congregational Church in Saybrook.
It was here that Samuel Buckingham, William’s father, was
baptized in September of 1770. He married Joanna Maston of

Lyme on March 8, 1798. In 1803, the family moved to Lebanon, where William, the second of
six children, was born the next year.

Lebanon was well known as the home town of the three Trumbulls who had earlier become
governors of Connecticut. The Buckingham house was described as being “among the best in
the town, standing under lofty shade trees, with a plenty of fruit trees about it, and a good farm
attached.” * Here William grew up and attended the local village school as a child. He went on to
attend the Bacon Academy in Colchester, where he studied land surveying. As a young man,
Buckingham moved to Norwich to work in a dry goods store which was owned by his uncle,
Giles Buckingham. He spent a short time working in a wholesale store in New York City, but by
1826 he was back in Norwich where he established his own dry goods business. In 1848, he left
the business and helped form the Hayward Rubber Company, serving as its manager and

treasurer.

On September 27, 1830, Buckingham married Eliza Ripley, daughter of Dwight and Eliza (Coit)
Ripley of Norwich. They had two children, William Ripley Buckingham, born October 27, 1836;
and Eliza Coit Buckingham, born December 7, 1838. William Ripley died in early childhood on
December 12, 1838. Their daughter Eliza married William A. Aiken on August 28, 1862. They



had six children. General Aiken would later serve as a member of Buckingham'’s staff during the
Civil War.

Buckingham was active in Norwich politics as a Whig, and he served several terms as mayor.
In 1857, he was considered as a candidate for governor on the Union ticket, but a storm kept
some of his supporters from attending the nominating convention in New Haven, and he lost in
a close vote to Alexander Holley, who went on to win the election. In 1858, the American and
Republican parties, which made up the Union slate of candidates, could not agree on whom to
run for governor. Buckingham was chosen as a compromise candidate. He defeated the
Democratic candidate, James T. Pratt, gaining 36,298 votes compared to Pratt’'s 33,544 votes.

Buckingham would be reelected annually for seven more years, though the 1860 election
proved to be very close. In that year, the Democrats nominated Thomas H. Seymour as their
candidate. Seymour had already served four terms as governor (1850-1853) and was a popular
choice. 1860 was also the year of the Presidential election, and national matters over slavery
and state’s rights were the focus in the Connecticut election. Seymour sympathized with the
southern states' concerns and was opposed to the Union cause. In contrast, Buckingham was
against the extension of slavery and was strongly pro-Union. The intense race was decided by
just 541 votes, with Buckingham earning 44,458 votes to Seymour’s 43,917. In every
subsequent election for governor, Buckingham managed to receive over 50 percent of the
popular vote.

The major reason for Buckingham’s long tenure as Connecticut’s governor was the outbreak of
the Civil War. He was a strong supporter of Abraham Lincoln. The two met when Lincoln
campaigned in Connecticut as Buckingham’s guest, and a personal friendship formed between
them. When the President called on the Northern governors to assist him in prosecuting the
war, Buckingham became Connecticut’s leading catalyst for this purpose. He worked seven
days a week, twelve hours a day. He was the state’s major correspondent with the Federal
government, and he read and answered letters from troops in the field and visited troops at war
as well as at home. He oversaw much of Connecticut’s procurement of men and materials for
the war, and he spoke at meetings and rallies around the state. Buckingham was very
concerned for the welfare of Connecticut troops. He is quoted as saying to an official in
Washington: “Don’t let any Connecticut man suffer for want of anything that can be done for
him. If it costs money, draw on me for it.” 2n all, it is estimated that Connecticut sent 54,882
soldiers to fight in the Civil War. ®In 1862, the United States Congress passed an act allowing
for the enlistment of colored soldiers, and in November of 1863, Buckingham persuaded the



Connecticut General Assembly to authorize a state regiment of black soldiers, the first of which
was to be the Twenty-Ninth.

Buckingham received more power and freedom of movement from the General Assembly than it
allowed nearly all of the other nineteenth century governors. In this sense, his position was
similar to that of Jonathan Trumbull, Sr. during the period of the American Revolution. Like
Trumbull, Buckingham is known as a “War Governor” for his work.

When the war ended in 1866, Buckingham chose not to run for reelection and instead returned
to his business interests in Norwich. On April 19, 1868, his wife Eliza passed away. Buckingham
was devastated. In a letter to his friend O.H. Perry, Buckingham wrote:

“Your kind letter so full of sympathy is very comforting. More than thirty-seven years | walked in
delightful harmony with my beloved wife during which period she not only shared my joys but
delighted to share my sorrows. In the performance of duties either public or personal she ever
encouraged and cheered me. She was the light and life of my dwelling and none save those
who have passed through like trials can appreciate the loneliness of my home since | committed
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her body to the grave.

Buckingham was elected to the United States Senate and began his term in March of 1869. On
February 5, 1875, he passed away. Governor Charles Ingersoll issued an executive order to
honor the man who "for eight years continuously filled the executive office of this state with high
distinction, and whose death, while a senator of this state in the congress of the United States,
has, by reason of his personal virtues, as well as by his long-continued public services, caused
a profound sorrow throughout the state... " ® Buckingham is buried next to his wife Eliza in the
Yantic Cemetery in Norwich.

Buckingham was a benefactor of Yale College and served as president of the Board of Trustees
of Norwich Free Academy and as president of the Connecticut State Temperance Union. The
house where Buckingham was born and the one where he lived as a youth are still standing in
Lebanon, both of which are privately owned. His house in Norwich is owned by the city and is
listed on the National Register of Historical Places. A street and school are named in his honor
in Norwich, and a statue of him is inside the State Capitol Building in Hartford.

Notes
! Buckingham, Samuel G. The Life of William A. Buckingham, p. 7.

2Norton, Frederick Calvin. The Governors of Connecticut, p. 254.
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® Connecticut Adjutant General's Office. Annual Report of the Adjutant General of the State of
Connecticut for the Year 1866, p. 6.

* Buckingham, William A. Manuscript letter of 1868.
®>The Daily Constitution (Middletown), February 8, 1875, p. 2.
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Portrait

48" x 41”7 in its frame, painted by Alexander H. Emmons. Another portrait of Buckingham is in
storage and was on display until 1880, when it was determined by Buckingham’s family that the
present one was a better likeness.
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