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INTRODUCTION


JOHN QUINCY ADAMS WAS A PLAIN MAN. VISITORS WHO TRAVELED to Quincy, Massachusetts, to speak to the old man, the former ambassador to the courts of London and St. Petersburg, secretary of state to James Monroe, and sixth president of the United States, were taken aback by the austerity of his furniture and the simplicity of his frock coat, which seemed always to carry a fine layer of dust, as if from the old volumes he had been scrutinizing only a moment before. Adams was plainspoken, for all his immense erudition. There was no guile in his manner and little irony. He was a faithful Christian who never missed Sunday service and often attended two.


Adams was also a hard man. He did not aim to please, and he largely succeeded. He drove away many of his old friends and offended most of his onetime allies. He frightened his children and exasperated his long-suffering wife, Louisa. He was that rare politician who is happiest alone. He knew this and perpetually rebuked himself for his bearish manner, but he did not really wish to be otherwise. He lived according to principles he considered self-evident. Others of his contemporaries did so as well, of course; what set Adams apart was that his principles were so inviolable that he eagerly sacrificed his self-interest to them. As president he accomplished very little of his ambitious agenda in part because he refused to do anything to reward his friends or punish his enemies. Such inflexibility is a dubious virtue for a politician.


It is, however, an estimable virtue for a man who needs to hold fast in the face of adversity. Though he never wore a uniform or saw battle, Adams was a figure of immense physical and moral courage. His bravery was a form of patriotism. So complete was his identification with the nation that came into being when he was a boy of nine that he did not flinch at either the prospect of death or—what may be harder for men of great ambition—the wreckage of his career, so long as he believed that service to the nation required it. When, starting in 1835, the “slavocracy,” as Adams called the Southern representatives in Congress, sought to silence debate over slavery by banning petitions on the subject, no man save Adams was prepared to face their overwhelming power in the House. Adams received, and blithely ignored, innumerable assassination threats over his role. Twice the Southern planters in Congress sought to bring down on him the grave punishment of censure; both times he left them furious and humiliated. Few things gave him more satisfaction.


John F. Kennedy devoted a chapter of Profiles in Courage to Adams. Kennedy characterized political courage as the willingness to stand up for the nation’s best interests in the face of opposition from one’s own party or even constituents. He could have chosen many incidents from Adams’ career. The future president focused on the moment, in 1807, when Adams was serving in the Senate and his own Federalist Party rose as one to block the trade embargo that President Jefferson had imposed on Great Britain in response to its high-handed seizure of American ships and impressment of American sailors. The embargo threatened to wreck the economy of the Federalists’ native New England. Adams was the only party member to support the policy, though he knew it would end his career as a Federalist—which it did. Kennedy cites Adams’ defiant assertion that, “highly as I reverenced the authority of my constituents . . . I would have defended their interests against their inclinations, and incurred every possible addition to their resentment, to save them from the vassalage of their own delusions.”


Thanks in part to his contempt for his own political prospects, in 1828 Adams was soundly defeated in his bid to be reelected president by Andrew Jackson, the populist hero. At that moment the essential meaning of Adams’ career appeared to be fixed: he was an old-fashioned New England republican, a Puritan, an elitist, who had been left behind in America’s new democratic age. And yet his unshakeable commitment to principle ultimately proved to be his salvation. In 1831 Adams agreed to stand for Congress, telling his friends that no office was too mean for one dedicated to public service—and admitting to himself that he could not live without the urgency of a life in politics. He had not expected to lead any crusades. But his hatred of slavery, his commitment to the right of petition, and his sheer vehemence placed him at the forefront of the burning issue of his day. And he succeeded: the prohibition on anti-slavery petitions was lifted in 1844, when Adams was seventy-seven. Finally, in his last years, Adams enjoyed what one newspaper editor called “the sober second thought of the people.” Upon his death in 1848 at age eighty, Adams was mourned, and revered, as the last remaining link to the heroic generation of the founders.


ADAMS’ GREATNESS RESIDES ABOVE ALL IN WHO HE WAS. AND YET HE was also extraordinary in what he did, what he said, and what he wrote. Appointed minister to the Netherlands at the age of twenty-seven, Adams quickly became President Washington’s most prized and trusted source of intelligence in Europe. Returning to the United States in 1801 after serving in Berlin as well, Adams was elected to the Senate, where he might have come to play a dominant role had his own party not dismissed him for the heresy of his support for Jefferson. He then served as America’s first minister to Russia and a member of the delegation that signed the Treaty of Ghent, ending the War of 1812 on terms remarkably favorable to the United States. He returned in 1817 to become secretary of state. In that role Adams enunciated a new foreign policy for a restless but still peaceful nation, and wrenched from Spain not only Florida but also a line across the southwest all the way to the Pacific Ocean. He was elected president in 1825, serving one term in what was arguably the least successful stage of his career. He then became the only president, before or since, to serve afterwards in Congress. The apogee of his career came in 1841, when he persuaded a pro-slavery Supreme Court to free the African captives of the slave ship Amistad.


Adams was a coherent and consistent thinker who adhered to his core political convictions across decades of public service. He was deeply imbued with the belief that the United States was the greatest experiment in government the world had ever known—and that such an experiment was, by its very nature, endangered in a world of aggressive and autocratic states. As a young diplomat, he was supremely, even hyperbolically, alert to the threat to American independence posed by the struggle for global supremacy between Britain and France. Neutrality was his watchword, and his letters from Europe helped shape Washington’s Farewell Address, which admonished Americans to stand apart from Europe’s inveterate rivalries.


As America grew rapidly in size and strength, and the threat of foreign intervention receded, Adams worried that a self-aggrandizing nation would lose itself in imperial adventures. In his July 4 address in 1821 he famously said that America “goes not abroad in search of monsters to destroy,” and he went on to warn that a militarized nation “might become the dictatress of the world; she would no longer be the ruler of her own spirit.” Cold War “realists” like the diplomat-scholar George Kennan, who warned against a moralistic and militaristic foreign policy, acknowledged Adams as their intellectual fountainhead. Adams’ persistent argument for husbanding US diplomatic and military power is his single most lasting contribution to the corpus of the nation’s governing principles.


At the same time, Adams believed, as the founders had, that the United States was destined, by God as well as by its favorable geographic position, to spread across the continent and become the most powerful nation in the world. It is to Adams, more than anyone, including President Monroe himself, that we owe the Monroe Doctrine, which simultaneously asserted a doctrine of noninterference in European conflicts and a self-confident demand that the European powers cease their meddling in both North and South America. His overall diplomatic goal was to maintain peace abroad in order to enable expansion at home—a doctrine that China, the rising power of our own age, calls “peaceful rise.”


By both temperament and philosophy, Adams was a conservative, as was his father, John Adams. Like the elder Adams, he feared the mob and viewed strong government as the bulwark against unruly passions. He shared Edmund Burke’s horror at the wild convulsions of the French Revolution. The scholar Yuval Levin has divided Americans into followers of Burke and those of the revolutionary pamphleteer Thomas Paine. Adams lionized Burke and introduced himself to the reading public through a ferocious attack on Paine’s The Rights of Man. Like many other New England Federalists, Adams would have described himself more as a republican—a believer in representative government—than as a democrat.


But a conservative of 1800 could be very much a liberal in our own terms. Adams believed not only in firm government but in active government. In his first address to Congress as president, in 1825, he declared that “the great object of the institution of civil government is the improvement of the condition of those who are parties to the social compact.” This was heard, and intended, as a direct blow at the Jeffersonian faith in limited government, especially limited federal government. Along with his secretary of state, Henry Clay, Adams was a leading apostle of a policy that combined “internal improvements,” which today we would call infrastructure, with protective tariffs, designed to promote domestic industry by restricting foreign competition. A united opposition as well as Adams’ own political ineptitude doomed this ambitious vision. As with the abolition of slavery, Adams did not live to see his hopes realized, though his vision of activist government would reemerge a generation later as the agenda of the Whigs and of the early Republicans, above all Abraham Lincoln. Adams was thus the living link between a long-defunct Federalism and an emergent nationalism. He was, again to use terminology Adams himself would not have recognized, a progressive conservative.


Adams dedicated his life to preserving the union against both internal and external threats. His rhetorical assault on the slave forces in Congress, which deepened the divide between North and South, looks at first like a departure from his central path. In fact, it summed up the preoccupations of a lifetime. Adams had long understood slavery as a moral blot but not a political issue. The question did not really command his attention until the debate over the Missouri Compromise in 1820. Then he saw, as if by lightning flash, that the compromise between slave and free states that had kept the union whole was morally corrupt and politically unsustainable. As secretary of state, Adams stood apart from the debate. When he entered Congress a decade later and seized the role of chief tormenter of the slavocracy, he saw, far more clearly than the abolitionists did, that slavery could not be ended peacefully. He could not bring himself to call for abolition at the cost of civil war. Neither could he accept the endless perpetuation of slavery. Thus he was forced into the strange, lonely position of storming the barricades of slavery while refusing to support abolitionism. It was a spectacle that, characteristically, mingled heroism, isolation, and pathos.


Adams’ moorings, both personal and intellectual, held him fast as his country changed unrecognizably. One historian has plausibly described Adams as the first American thinker to articulate a “comprehensive grand strategy” designed to further national interests at home and abroad.


IT WOULD BE GOOD TO SAY THAT ADAMS COULD RELAX HIS GRIM visage in the company of his loved ones. His father, though thin-skinned and vindictive, was an adoring husband and a loving, if very overbearing, father. Alas, the son was a model of consistency. His wife, Louisa Johnson, had grown up in fine style in London, a shy creature of the parlor with a gifted singing voice and a sharp eye for human vanity. Adams was quite smitten by her, but even during their courtship he worried that she was too frivolous, and too delicate, for the public life he envisioned—and he bluntly told her so. Louisa never escaped the fear that she had been judged and found wanting. Though all of Washington attended her parties during her husband’s tenure as secretary of state, she was happiest in the company of friends and family, and she often withdrew to her bedroom with an unspecified nervous condition. Louisa viewed the White House as a vast prison cell and escaped whenever she could to the baths in upstate New York or to Quincy. John and Abigail Adams had been joined in mind and soul; John Quincy loved and admired Louisa, and yet at times he seemed to barely understand her.


They had four children. The only girl, Louisa, died at age one and carried away with her a great deal of her mother’s vivacity. Only one of the boys, Charles Francis, lived to carry on the great Adams name. (The historian and memoirist Henry Adams was his son.) His father was hard on him and harder still on his older brothers, George and John, neither of them made from sturdy Adams stock. As young boys, they had to do without their parents, then abroad on diplomatic missions. Adams, the very model of a self-defeating parent, wrote George, the eldest, long letters on biblical exegesis. When they were together, Adams worried that Louisa would spoil them; Louisa feared that she hadn’t been mother enough to them. Both would die young. John Quincy and Louisa would reconcile over their own shared suffering and over his devotion to her well-being.


ADAMS WAS A BRILLIANT MAN WHO SEEMED TO KNOW EVERYTHING about everything. Philip Hone, a diarist of the era, wrote that Adams “has probed deeply into the arcana of all the sciences, understands and can explain all subjects, from the solar system down to the construction of a tooth-pick. He has the Holy Scriptures at his fingertips, knows every line of Shakespeare, can recite Homer in the original Greek.” Adams’ output of written work was similarly prodigious—and eccentric. What other president wrote an epic poem set in medieval Ireland (Dermot MacMorrogh)? Or a treatise tracing the history of units of weight and measurement? Or a travelogue on Silesia? He was a polymath who distributed his gifts profusely but idiosyncratically.


Over the course of his life Adams produced one imperishable work of political literature—his journals. He started keeping a diary at age twelve, wrote intermittently for a few years, and then devoted himself virtually every day of his life to the recording of whatever he did, said, saw, thought, and felt—about fifteen thousand pages in all. No other president, and perhaps no other public figure in American history, kept a diary so vigilantly. Public men, after all, tend to care most about public forms of expression. For Adams, no form of expression was so precious as the writing he did for himself alone, often late at night by candlelight. His memoirs allowed him to commune with himself, to examine his own thoughts and feelings, to say to himself what he would not say to others. They are the record of a solitary man.


Adams’ journal is as mutable a document as any lifelong record would be. As a young man, he wrote about the girls who caught his eye, though he was much tougher on their petty vanity than most young men would be. As a diplomat, he studied deeply the behavior of princes like Tsar Alexander of Russia, as well as the ludicrous fripperies of court etiquette. As secretary of state, he wrote about the great issues that divided the cabinet of President Monroe. As president, he gave a running account of his lost battles.


The journal allows us to know this guarded and taciturn man and to occupy his world. At times Adams suffered from debilitating bouts of depression; he writes of “a listlessness which without extinguishing the love of life, affects the mind with the Sentiment that life is nothing worth.” Though notorious for his withering summations of all his leading contemporaries, Adams was no less brutal when he looked in the mirror: “I am a man of reserved, cold austere and forbidding manners; my political adversaries say a gloomy misanthropist, and my personal enemies, an unsocial savage.” The agony he suffered over the death of baby Louisa and then George and John was terrible, but he hid it from everyone save his wife—and his journal. He hid, too, his moral romance—his giddy fantasy of throwing himself into the breach of a great cause. When he introduced a treaty to ban state-sponsored piracy—the kind of global code of conduct that would not emerge until the twentieth century—he wrote, “I feel that I could die for it, with joy.” The same sense of glory in a great cause propelled him as he prepared for the Amistad case. Few men, if any, knew this Adams.


In his letters and political pamphlets, Adams sometimes reached the Augustan heights of a Burke or a Samuel Johnson. He was one of the most celebrated speakers of America’s golden age of public speech. But the journal, which he told his son Charles Francis he wished to keep forever private, is Adams’ great literary gift to posterity. Charles ultimately published twelve volumes of his father’s diary; they cover barely 40 percent of the total.


WHY WRITE—OR READ—ABOUT THIS MAN, ARCHAIC EVEN IN HIS own time? Adams and his contemporaries studied history as a record of eternal truths and above all of moral truths, whether about the nature of justice, personal honor, or patriotism. With our own sense of history as a narrative of progress, if a very uneven one, we are more skeptical that the past can speak to us directly about our own experience, or even that moral truths are fixed. But writing about the past is almost never a purely antiquarian exercise; we can’t help but see ourselves in our forebears. Writing about John Quincy Adams is a way of recovering something vital in American experience, all the more so because it has been obscured by time.


We are all Jacksonians—all democrats, very much including Republicans. Our leaders are proud to say that they are led by public opinion. Yet proclamations of faith in the wisdom of the American people are all too often a species of pandering. Politicians in thrall to special interests cloyingly remind us of their obligation to “listen to their constituents.” Adams despised such evasion. Leadership, for him, meant indifference to party affiliation and, as John F. Kennedy observed, freedom from the preferences of his own voters. Adams’ contemporaries shook their heads at his antique principles: a fellow legislator once told him that he seemed to regard political propositions with the purity of a Euclidean theorem, an observation Adams proudly recorded in his journal.


Adams, in short, represents a defunct evolutionary line in American political life. It is easier for us to recognize his faults than his virtues. But we need his virtues. We need to hear Adams’ voice. So much of the joy of writing this book, for me, was listening to, and then evoking, that voice, scouringly truthful, unforgiving even of himself. To know Adams is not to love him. It is, however, to admire him greatly.









PART I


HE IS FORMED FOR A STATESMAN









CHAPTER 1


The Flame Is Kindled


(1767–1778)


ON THE MORNING OF JUNE 17, 1775, JOHN QUINCY ADAMS walked with his mother, Abigail, to an orchard atop Penn’s Hill, the highest point near their home in Braintree. The air was filled with the roar and crash of artillery, for at dawn British forces had begun their cannonade of Bunker Hill, which stood at the crown of a peninsula immediately north of Boston. Abigail and her four children had been cowering at home; her husband, John Adams, was three hundred miles away, at the second Continental Congress in Philadelphia. But so much turned on this long-awaited battle that Abigail felt she had to see it for herself. Perhaps she felt that her eldest son, then not quite eight years old, should see for himself the mortal consequences of the fight his father and his fellow colonists had undertaken, or perhaps she was simply very frightened and needed company. It was a clear, hot day, and even from ten miles away Johnny, as his parents called him, could see the flash of cannon fire from British ships in the harbor, the smoke from the colonists’ muskets, and the great wall of flame as the wooden houses and churches of Charlestown, at the very tip of the peninsula, burned beneath a hail of British incendiary shells. The noise was deafening, and the panorama of destruction must have been even more terrifying to the boy than to his mother.


The battles of Lexington and Concord, two months earlier, had been skirmishes; Bunker Hill was the opening encounter of a war. The British lost almost five hundred men in desperate charges straight up the hill and along its flank, but the militias mustered from Boston and the small towns nearby had neither the men nor the ammunition to resist for long and ultimately fled back home over the narrow causeway of Charlestown. Word reached Braintree later that day that Joseph Warren, thirty-three years old, a fiery orator, a military leader, and an admired doctor, had died in the final charge. While others had fled, Warren had chosen to make a last stand amid the ruined fortifications. Warren was the Adams’ family physician.


A moment so rich with elation, fear, reverence, and grief would have made a deep impression even on a boy far less precocious that John Quincy Adams. In a letter written seventy years later, he recalled that he had “witnessed the tears of my mother, and mingled them with my own, at the fall of Warren, a dear friend of my father, and a beloved Physic to me.” Warren was a friend, but he was also a hero, a brave man who had died defending the cause of American liberty—the same cause, as his mother never failed to remind him, his own father had gone to Philadelphia, under the most trying circumstances, to advance. Every night during these months, his mother instructed him to repeat, along with the Lord’s Prayer, an ode to martyred soldiers written by the British poet William Collins: “How sleep the brave who sink to rest / By all their country’s wishes blest!” In the letter, Adams wrote out all twelve lines of the ode and observed to his correspondent that even after all those years he hadn’t forgotten a word.


John Quincy Adams understood, as a very young boy, that his life belonged not merely to himself, but to his country and its cause. He would never forget that a life properly lived required commitment to principle, sacrifice, and suffering.


ABIGAIL ADAMS GAVE BIRTH TO A SON ON JULY 11, 1767. AT THE request of her mother, Elizabeth Smith, she and John named him after Elizabeth’s own father, Colonel John Quincy, then very close to death. (Both the family name and the town were pronounced “Quin-zee.”) The Quincys, who traced their roots in England back to the era of William the Conqueror, had arrived in the Massachusetts Bay Colony soon after its founding; they had owned the land on Mount Wollaston, the family compound, since 1635. They had given their name to the town in which they lived. Abigail was raised in the finest house for miles around. And the Quincys were as respectable as they were prosperous. Elizabeth married a minister, William Smith, who served for forty-five years as pastor to the nearby town of Weymouth. They had three daughters—Mary, Abigail, and Elizabeth—all of whom also married well. Only the one boy in the family proved to be a mortifying failure: William Jr. died a wastrel, leaving behind a wife and children whom John and Abigail would take into their household.


The Adamses were every bit as venerable as the Quincys, if less grand. The family had arrived in Massachusetts in 1632 and had served quietly as deacons and selectmen and sheriffs in and around Braintree ever since. John Adams’ father, known as Deacon John, had married Susanna Boylston, from a family no less illustrious than the Quincys. Still, the Adamses had not attended college; Deacon John was a farmer and a shoemaker. But John Adams was immensely proud of his family—not of their social position but of their moral uprightness. In one of his bristlingly defensive moods, he wrote a friend that his family had lived in Braintree for 160 years, and during all that time “no bankruptcy was ever committed, no widow or orphan was ever defrauded, no redemptor intervened and no debt was contracted with England.” For a man like Adams, a descendant of New England’s Puritan founders, “standing” was not a social but a moral attribute. The Adamses, like the Quincys, had been upright figures since Englishmen had arrived on the continent. They were the aristocracy of the new world, and John Adams’ extensive exposure to the aristocracy of the old world later on in life only deepened this conviction.


John Quincy Adams was born in a modest wood-frame cottage about a mile from the village of Braintree and two miles from the ocean. Next door was the house in which his father had grown up and his grandmother still lived. On its ground floor the Adams’ house had four rooms wrapped around a steep staircase: a small, square parlor; a narrow kitchen running the length of the house in the rear; a dining room; and another front parlor, which John had turned into his law office. The staircase led to two bedrooms in the front of the house and two tiny rooms squeezed under the eaves in the rear—the house was steeply gabled. The upstairs would have been very crowded at night, since all four children lived there: Abigail, known as Nabby, born in 1765; John Quincy; Charles, born in 1770; and Thomas Boylston, born two years later.


Johnny and his brothers and sister grew up on a modest ten-acre farm. The Adamses kept chickens, sheep, and cows as well as horses for plowing; grew their own fruit and vegetables; and chopped down their own trees for firewood. The family’s income came from John’s law practice, but the farm supplied most of their needs; they were self-sufficient, as city folk were not. John worked on the farm, and while Abigail had a servant, there was little the servant did that Abigail couldn’t, and didn’t, do herself.


Beyond the Adams property lay other small farms with their orchards and fields, their stables and sheds and cider mills. Braintree rolled toward the ocean in gentle hills, though at its southwestern edge a steep hill of granite served as the quarry for the region and furnished the stone from which many of the fine homes of Boston were built. The life of Braintree revolved around the church, Puritan until 1750 and Unitarian thereafter. The only other building in the village not devoted to farming was the store, from which Abigail could buy anything from a carton of pins to a glass of rum, as the sign in the window read. And yet the great city of Boston, with a population of perhaps fifteen thousand, lay only ten miles away down the coastal road. The people of Braintree were modest farmers, but they were not yokels.


No one among them had pressed more eagerly into the larger world than John Adams, a figure of great gifts, boundless energy, focused ambition. As a Harvard student, he identified the other bright young men, got to know them, read what they read. As a lawyer, he combined tireless preparation with passionate advocacy. Adams had a strict, Calvinist sense of morality and propriety. But as a young man he was scarcely the dour figure conjured up by the word “Puritan.” He had, by his own admission, an “amorous disposition” and loved nothing more than spending an evening in the company of ladies. But he never committed an indiscretion, for which he thanked his own parents, whom, he said, “held every species of Libertinage in such contempt and Horror, and held up constantly to view such pictures of disgrace, of baseness and of ruin, that my natural temperament was always overawed by my principles and Sense of decorum.” That was Adams—passion kept in check by principle, like the wooden staves of a barrel held together by copper hoops.


John Adams was voluble, buttonholing, argumentative, headlong. He could talk and write a blue streak. In one of his first letters to Abigail, in 1761, when they were pledged to one another but not yet married, the twenty-five-year-old attorney wrote, “I mount this moment for the noisy, dirty town of Boston, where parade, Pomp, Nonsense, Frippery, Folly, Foppery, Luxury, Politicks and the soul-Confounding wrangles of the law will give me the Higher Relish for Spirit, Taste and Sense at Weymouth, next Saturday.” Adams had a dim view of his fellow man but did not yet suffer from the splenetic temper of his later years. He published a series of mock-rural letters, in country vernacular, under the name Humphrey Ploughjogger. He wrote little sketches of the people he met at inns and in the courts for Abigail’s amusement.


But Adams was also a politically conscious man, and in 1764, when the English began to impose a series of onerous taxes on the colonies, culminating in the Stamp Act, Adams responded by publishing a legal essay titled A Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law. Soon afterwards, in the Braintree Instructions, he gave voice to the townspeople’s decision to defy the Stamp Act as a violation of their rights as Englishmen not to be taxed without representation. Forty other towns, including Boston, adopted the instructions, thus catapulting the fiery young lawyer into the first ranks of patriotic activists. Adams soon found that he had to choose between opportunities to capitalize on his legal gifts and his patriotic convictions. And he never hesitated. In 1768, with his family growing, he was offered a lucrative post in the Court of Admiralty. He immediately refused, as he had refused such offers in the past, owing to “my Scruples about laying myself under any restraints, or Obligations of Gratitude to the Government for any of their favours.” When he explained that he held opinions contrary to those of His Majesty’s government, he was told that he would remain perfectly free to express those views. He still said no.


Politics inexorably drew Adams away from the quiet life of a prosperous lawyer. When a detachment of British soldiers in Boston fired on a mob of young men on March 5, 1770, killing three and wounding two—the riot that came to be known as the Boston Massacre—Adams agreed to defend Thomas Preston, the senior British officer. Abigail burst into tears when he told her that he would take the case—or so Adams wrote much later in his Autobiography—for he appeared to be bent on destroying the finest legal prospects in Massachusetts. Nevertheless, she agreed that he could not act otherwise. The right to counsel was precisely the kind of principle enshrined in England’s unwritten constitution, which the colonists insisted must apply to themselves. Beyond that, the sacrifice of interest in the name of principle lay at the very core of the moral order John and Abigail held dear. Many of Adams’ friends were bewildered by his decision but ultimately embraced it as an act of exalted patriotism. Thanks to Adams, Thomas Preston was acquitted; only two of the eight other soldiers were found guilty, and they on reduced charges.


In June 1774, Adams was appointed by the state legislature as one of the five Massachusetts delegates to the first Continental Congress. He would be away for much of the next three years, leaving Abigail to raise four children and run the family farm largely on her own.


Abigail and her sisters had been educated at home, as was the custom. “Female education,” she wrote in her old age, “in the best families, went no further than writing and arithmetic, in some few and rare instances, music and dancing.” The Reverend Smith had instilled an air of piety in the household that was, in turn, reinforced by Elizabeth Quincy Smith, a paragon of New England modesty and rectitude. But it was a bookish home as well, with a library that held the English classics as well as the Bible. When John’s friend Richard Cranch began courting Mary, he appointed himself tutor to all three, reading Shakespeare, John Milton, and Alexander Pope with them. Abigail was a highly intelligent young woman who had more exposure to literature, and thus to serious thought, than was normal even for a well-born woman of New England.


Abigail was a tiny woman with dark, piercing eyes under fine, arched brows; one early portrait, admittedly by an amateur, makes her look quite lovely, though later ones painted by more talented artists are not quite so flattering. Even at fifteen, when she first met John, Abigail was forceful and intellectually self-assured in a way that Adams must have found remarkable, and thrilling, in the cloistered female world of small-town New England. Adams took her seriously, which she must have found flattering; he was a worldly and ambitious man with an exceptional mind and a playful spirit. The famous letters between them overflowed with love and desire from the very first. “I hereby order you to give him as many Kisses and as many hours of your company after 9 o’clock as he shall be pleased to demand,” John wrote, pretending to be the “bearer” of a debt. Abigail, much younger and more prim, wrote back of “a tye more binding than Humanity and stronger than friendship, and by this chord I am not ashamed to say that I am bound.” She began to sign her letters “Diana,” the beautiful huntress of Greek myth, and John was delighted to address her so.


Within her own necessarily circumscribed sphere, Abigail proved to be an extremely competent and resourceful young woman. In her husband’s absence she managed the family farm and made a small income on the side by selling whatever products he was able to send her, first from Philadelphia and later from Europe. Though confined to home and hearth for the first forty years of her life, Abigail had a far-reaching mind. She once wrote to a cousin that “I would have been a rover if of the other sex,” but instead depended on men to indulge her curiosity. Very few women of her time succeeded in living a public life, and she was thrilled and fascinated by those who did. She carried on a long and intimate correspondence with Mercy Otis Warren, a historian and playwright and wife of James Warren, a Massachusetts patriot, and with Catherine Macaulay, a British historian who championed the cause of the colonies. She envied them their intellectual freedom and their ability to advance the cause of liberty, as men did. Of Macaulay, she wrote to her cousin, “I have a curiosity to know her Education, and what first prompted her to engage in a study never before Exhibited to the publick by one of her own Sex and Country.”


Abigail was, in fact, the intellectual equal of the women she most admired. She had committed a vast amount of English poetry to memory, and her letters brim with long citations from Milton, as well as from Pope and the other Augustans. She read a great deal of classical history, though in translation, for girls were not taught Latin or Greek. And she shared her husband’s ardor for knowledge. Years later, when Abigail overcame her resistance to crossing the ocean in order to join her husband in London, where he had been appointed minister, she reported in a letter home that she had signed up for a series of lectures and attended talks, including experiments, on “Electricity, Magnetism Hydrostatics optics pneumatics. . . .” The experience, she wrote, “was like going into a Beautiful Country, which I never saw before, a Country which our American Females are not permitted to visit or inspect.”


The first stirrings of revolution roused the same passion in Abigail as it did in John. In the days leading up to the Boston Tea Party, in December 1773, she wrote to Mercy Otis Warren, “The flame is kindled and like lightning it catches from soul to soul. Great will be the devastation if not timely quenched or allayed by some Lenient Measures.” Like John, she was an early convert to the cause of independence: in February 1775 she wrote that she had concluded “that we cannot be happy without being free, that we cannot be free without being secure in our own property, that we cannot be secure in our own property if without our consent others may take it as of right.” Abigail despised the British generals who had quartered themselves in the homes of her friends and dined off their crockery. And she revered George Washington. Abigail met General Washington when the Continental Army reached Boston in the summer of 1775. “You had prepared me to entertain a favourable opinion of him, but I thought the one half was not told me,” she wrote John. She was reminded of a line from Dryden: “He’s a temple sacred by birth, and built by hands divine.”


Abigail did not shrink from the necessity of war. In early 1775, when many patriots still hoped for a peaceful settlement with England, she wrote to Mercy Otis Warren that “the Sword is now our only, yet dreadful alternative.” And though she cowered before the awful bombardment of Bunker Hill, she soon learned to accept, and even welcome, those thunders. In February 1776, with General Washington shelling the British on nearby Dorchester Heights, she walked up to Penn’s Hill once again, listened to the cannonades, and reported to John, “The sound I think is one of the Grandest in nature, and is of the true Species of the Sublime.” Whatever suffering might come, Abigail never doubted that the Lord would smite the British and protect the patriotic cause.


Few couples were more exquisitely matched than the Adamses: each was restless, brilliant, high-minded, eager for self-sacrifice. John was the more abrasive, Abigail the more sententious—which is only to say that the one was a man of his time, the other a woman of her time. They were, in fact, remarkably similar in temperament. By a strange twist of fate, John Quincy Adams would spend his childhood and youth in the company of either his mother or his father, but almost never both. His mother had sole charge of him from ages seven to eleven, his father from eleven to sixteen. The two so completely reinforced each other that it would not be easy to trace his character as an adult to one as opposed to the other. What is clear, in any case, is that both poured themselves into the raising of their eldest son and that he dutifully, indeed reverently, absorbed their lessons and their example. He became what they wished him to be.


Both John and Abigail regarded the upbringing of children as a sacred and solemn obligation. They did not embrace the French Enlightenment view of humans as inherently rational creatures and education as the encouragement of natural propensities. Though deeply steeped in that tradition, John and Abigail were heirs to a Puritan culture that saw human beings as fallen creatures who must be redeemed from sin through the most conscientious acts of cultivation. “Education has made a greater difference between man and man, than nature has made between man and brute,” John wrote Abigail in 1775. “It should be your care, therefore, and mine to elevate the minds of our children and exalt their courage; to accelerate and animate their industry and activity; to excite in them a habitual contempt of meanness, abhorrence of injustice and inhumanity, and an ambition to excel in every capacity, faculty and virtue.” Abigail and John would have recoiled at the idea that intellect could be taught in the absence of morality, for they believed that the goal of education was to produce both goodness and usefulness.


John was quite content to leave Nabby’s education up to Abigail, but the boys had to be prepared to help forge a new world in which the colonists would prove themselves fully equal to the Englishmen who now treated them as subjects. The time had come, he wrote Abigail, when the boys were four, six, and nine, to “think of forming the Taste, and Judgment of your Children. . . . Have no mercy on an affected Phrase, any more than an affected Air, Gate, Dress or Manner.” He suggested she instruct them to write descriptions—“of a Battle, a Storm, a siege, a Cloud”—as well as to declaim speeches on various topics. As a young man, John Adams had seen to his own education in the most laborious manner possible, copying sentences he wished to memorize, writing out the definition of every difficult word in Latin, carrying his quill pen and a tablet of paper everywhere he went in order to memorialize any new thought or observation or wise expression he happened upon. He had left nothing to chance, and now he would give the children the benefit of his own method.


John Adams had pronounced ideas about education, but they were not his alone. The men who were to found the United States understood that while a nation of masters and servants needed only to elevate the one and abase the other, a nation of free men needed to cultivate the gifts of all its citizens. “Every man in a republic is public property,” as the physician and patriot Benjamin Rush put it. A monarch could compel acquiescence, but a free people could be governed only through consent. A republic would work only if citizens could be trained to overcome their natural selfishness, pettiness, and factionalism. The virtues that John Adams prized in himself were those that needed to be inculcated in the next generation—disinterestedness, a contempt for meanness, an abhorrence of injustice.


The civic virtues that John and Abigail wished to instill in their son rested on a foundation of Christian virtues. A child must learn—for it would not happen by itself—to seek the good and abhor the bad. In one of her letters to her husband, Abigail explained why she had decided not to send Johnny to Braintree’s primary school. “I have always thought it of very great importance,” she wrote to John, “that children should in the early part of life be unaccustomed to such examples as would tend to corrupt the purity of their words and actions that they may chill with horror at the sound of an oath, and blush with indignation at an obsene expression.” The nursery itself had to be kept pure. In later years, when Nabby herself became a mother, Abigail recommended Isaac Watts’ “Moral Songs for Children,” an immensely popular Christian tract that, she wrote, taught “brotherly love, sisterly affection, and filial respect and reverence.” Nursery rhymes like “Jack and Jill,” Abigail sniffed, had “neither a rule of life, nor sentiment worth retaining.”


In the absence of school, Abigail put John Thaxter, one of Adams’ idle law clerks, to work as John Quincy’s tutor. But as a woman who read widely, wrote with great force and pungency—if erratic spelling—and had large amounts of literature at her fingertips, Abigail was a teacher whom very few men could match. And she thought as deeply as her husband did about the forming of children’s minds. In her very first letter to Mercy Otis Warren, written in July 1773 after a visit to Mrs. Warren’s home at Plymouth, she recalled that she had told her new friend of a work on child rearing, On the Management and Education of Children: A Series of Letters Written to a Niece, by a British author—and a woman—Juliana Seymour. Abigail had been very much taken with Mercy’s children, and she wanted to know if the program laid out by Mrs. Seymour “corresponds with the plan you have laid out for yourself.” Abigail made her own preferences clear when she described education as “rearing the tender thought”—not instilling commandments but nurturing the immature mind. She ended her letter with lines of verse describing the parent who seeks to learn “What Bias Nature gave the mind.” The teacher seeks not to uproot that bias but to shape it through careful cultivation—and through love. What delight, the poet observes,


Each Boisterous passion to controul


And early Humanize the Soul


The noblest Notions to inspire,


Her offspring conscious of her care


Transported hang around her chair


Abigail spent long hours reading to her son as he sat at her feet before the hearth. But Abigail would never have thought that loving attention, from either mother or son, was enough. She expected Johnny to read aloud to her, so that she could critique him and help him along. She reported to her husband that she had gotten the seven-year-old boy to read to her every day from Charles Rollins’ Ancient History of the Egyptians, Carthaginians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Medes and Persians, Macedonians and Grecians, a best seller published six years earlier that, one scholar points out, “seamlessly melded classical themes with Christian ends.” It was, of course, written for adults. And she encouraged the boy to write. In his first letter to his father, October 13, 1774, the seven-year-old Johnny wrote, “Sir—I have been trying ever since you went away to lern to write you a Letter.” He apologized for his meager effort—an exaggerated sense of his own insufficiency which a lifetime of achievements would barely make a dent in—and concluded, “I hope I grow to be a better boy and that you will have no occasion to be ashamed of me when you return.”


On his own, Johnny read fairy tales and adventure stories and The Arabian Nights, slaying dragons and rescuing damsels in his imagination. At age ten, poking through a closet in his mother’s bedroom, he found copies of the Shakespeare comedies. He fell under the magical spell of The Tempest. Half a century later, he recalled how quicksilver Ariel and monstrous Caliban “made for me a world of revels, and lapped me in Elysium.” He also found an edition of Paradise Lost. This, he knew, was grown-up literature, and he was determined to read what his parents read. Perhaps going outside for safety, he smoked his father’s pipe and read his parents’ Milton—and felt sick at the one and frustrated to tears at the other. He gave up Milton until he was older, though he never stopped smoking.


John Adams began writing directly to his son in the spring of 1776. His first letter must have overawed the boy: “I hope that you will remember how many Losses, dangers, and Inconveniences, have been borne by your parents, and the inhabitants of Boston in general, for the sake of pursuing freedom for you and Yours.” Johnny probably needed very little reminding about sacrifice: in the aftermath of the Boston Tea Party in 1773, the British had blockaded the port of Boston and placed the city under martial law. Even the most basic products were unavailable or impossibly expensive. Abigail, always self-sufficient, laid in her own stores of flax and wool in order to make the family clothes and linen herself. By the spring of 1775, the Adams family servants had either returned home or joined the militia, leaving Abigail to make the soap, nurse the sick, tend to the animals, and of course care for her children virtually on her own. The battle of Bunker Hill, that June, offered only the most vivid lesson in the sacrifices compelled by the pursuit of freedom.


As the children grew older, the father’s instructional program, conveyed by post, became more sophisticated and demanding. John Adams always found time to write home with admonitions about the children’s upbringing. They must learn French, he told Abigail, for “it will become a necessary accomplishment of an American Gentleman and Lady.” He asked if Johnny was following news of the war in the newspapers and asked her to quiz him on his reading of history: “Which character he esteems and admires? Which he hates and abhors?” He sent Johnny a line in Latin and instructed him to go through it word by word with Thaxter so that he could construe it properly when his father came home. And he should read Thucydides: “You will find it full of Instruction to the orator, the Statesman, the general, as well as to the Historian and the Philosopher.”


If there was a curricular core to the emerging education for citizenship, it was the study of ancient history—Cicero, Tacitus, Plutarch, Sallust, and of course Thucydides, the great historian of ancient Greece. “The classics” was not a subject, like geography or history, but rather a lens through which to examine and understand the life around you. Here one could learn of the rise and fall of empires and of republics as well, and learn that they often died not from the outside but from the inside—from corruption and sloth, just as despotic and grasping England had begun to do. Rome was everything—both the very type of overweening empire (like Great Britain) and the great antecedent to America. Roman vice was English vice, but Roman patriotism, the love of the republic, was the great model for America. The Adamses revered Cicero, the brilliant orator, senator, and sage who sacrificed himself for the good of Rome. They recoiled at the tyrant Caesar and admired the courage of Brutus, his assassin.


At times, in fact, you can almost hear the Adamses fashioning themselves after the Roman heroes they so admired. Abigail signed her letters to John “Portia,” after Brutus’ patient and long-suffering wife. To the Adamses and their contemporaries, the Romans were not simply emblems of individual virtue but paragons of citizenship. The colonists looked to republican Rome for lessons in patriotism, an attribute they exalted above almost all others. In a letter to Mercy Otis Warren, apparently written in January 1776, as John was leaving home yet again for the Continental Congress, Abigail wrote:


Our Country is as it were a Secondary God, and the first and greatest parent. It is to be preferred to parents, to wives, children, Friends and all things the Gods only excepted. These are the considerations which prevail with me to consent to a most painfull Seperation. I have not known how to take my pen to write to you. I have been happy and unhappy. I have had many contending passions dividing my Heart, and no sooner did I find it at my own option whether my Friend should go or tarry and resign; than I found his honour and reputation much dearer to me, than my own present pleasure and happiness, and I could by no means consent to his resigning at present, as I was fully convinced he must suffer if he quitted.


The classics taught the revolutionary generation to repress “present pleasure” in favor of something “much dearer.” But the classic world was, of course, pagan, and while the civic virtues eighteenth-century New England most admired were Roman ones, the moral order itself, which dictated a person’s deepest obligations, was Christian. John and Abigail were far removed from the apocalyptic world of their Puritan ancestors, with its vision of mankind dangling over the fiery pit of perdition, but they were infused with a deep sense of sinfulness and a corresponding horror of wrongdoing. One can hear this both in Abigail’s fear that public school might corrupt her son’s moral purity and in the boy’s apologies for his shortcomings. Abigail, especially, had grown up in a household infused with piety, and God was never far from her thoughts. She kept her son’s mind perpetually focused on the narrow path he must tread and on the thorns that lay to either side. When he went off to Europe at age ten, she admonished him, “Adhere to those religious Sentiments and principals which were early instilled into your mind and remember that you are accountable to your Maker for all your words and actions.”


The essential components, then, of John Quincy Adams’ early education were a passion for knowledge and intellectual accomplishment, an abiding Christian faith, and an extraordinary awareness of the dramatic moment in history in which he was living. In the Adams household, the ancient, the divine, and the contemporary fused into a single reality and a single sense of calling.


By the time Johnny was seven, in 1774, “Pharaoh,” as Abigail called the British overlords, had begun to visit his plagues on the people of Boston, which is to say that the British quartered themselves in the town, requisitioned homes, and restricted movement into and out of the town. The population began to flee, and the little house in Braintree filled with soldiers and friends and sometimes complete strangers who told tales of privation and flight. By early 1775, Abigail lived in fear. Should the British attack, John wrote, “fly to the woods with our Children.” In the aftermath of the battles of Lexington and Concord, thousands of militiamen poured from the countryside into Boston and Cambridge. Johnny saw the soldiers and felt both the terror and the majesty. He watched his mother melt the family pewter to make bullets. And then came Bunker Hill, a catastrophe that at the same time felt like the lighting of a great fuse.


The Adamses were not simply playthings of history but makers of the national destiny. Abigail would read John’s letters to the children as they gathered around the fireside. Those letters pulsed with an awareness of the magnitude of the events unfolding before him; he wrote of the “awe” he felt at the Congress’ accomplishments. He wrote about General Washington and about Ben Franklin, strangely subdued but always pushing for the boldest measures. He sent them news of Thomas Paine’s rousing pamphlet “Common Sense,” which he thought overpraised. (Adams was convinced that the publication of his own letters calling for independence had done far more to influence public opinion than had Paine’s broadside—a decidedly minority opinion.) It was John Adams, perhaps more than any other individual, who defined the American revolution. A British spy once said that Adams had a talent for “seeing large things largely” (though not, he added tartly, “correctly”). He was a self-dramatizing figure at a moment of supreme drama. And his exploits filled his son’s mind and fired his imagination.


Johnny did not, of course, live in history. He was a boy growing up in the woods and fields of New England. During much of the year Braintree was blasted by the frigid winds sweeping in from the ocean, but in the summer it was heavenly. In summer, wrote John Quincy’s grandson Henry Adams of his own boyhood seventy years later, a child “rolled in the grass, or waded in the brook, or swam in the salt ocean, or sailed in the bay, or fished for smelts in the creeks, or netted minnows in the salt-marshes, or took to the pine-woods or the granite quarries, or chased muskrats or hunted snapping-turtles in the swamps, or mushrooms or nuts on the autumn hills.”


But Johnny knew that play was a luxury; he had a nagging conscience, and a sense of responsibility, at an early age. “My head is much too fickle, my thoughts are running after birds eggs play and trifles,” he confessed to his father just shy of his tenth birthday. “I wish Sir you would give me some instructions with regard to my time & advise me how to proportion my studies & my play in writing & and I will keep them by me, & endeavour to follow them.” Not just his parents’ sober instructions but his own immediate experience were making him grow up prematurely. He was the oldest boy in the household, and Abigail depended on him, for example, to ride the seven miles to Boston to drop off and pick up the precious mail.


John Adams finally came home from his labors in late November 1777. He was prepared to resume his legal career, which he had dropped four years earlier, leaving his family to survive on dwindling savings. But it was not to be. General Washington had won a smashing victory over Burgoyne at Saratoga in September and October, and American prospects had begun to look less grim than they had a year before; but the British had a vast advantage over the Americans in men and materiel, and victory seemed impossible without foreign—that is, French—help.


The Continental Congress asked Adams to go to France to replace Silas Deane, who had been negotiating for assistance and for recognition of American sovereignty, along with Benjamin Franklin and Arthur Lee Jr.


Adams had no wish to leave home and certainly none to make an Atlantic crossing in the dead of winter. And he was less worried about being lost at sea than he was about being captured by the British, who, he was quite certain, would execute him as a traitor. But in December, when the Congress formally asked him to go, he agreed without hesitation, as was his habit. Abigail begged him not to go and then asked him to take her and the children. He refused. But when Johnny implored his father to let him come, Adams relented. And Abigail—Portia—agreed to a Roman sacrifice. She would surrender both husband and eldest son. She agreed that Johnny would profit from the experience. Abigail fretted that her boy would be trapped by the “snares and temptations” of the old world, but she acknowledged that “to exclude him from temptation is to exclude him from the World in which he is to live.”


John Quincy Adams would spend much of the next seven years of his life far from the world of bloodshed and heroism in which he had been raised; he would gain a knowledge of statecraft, of literature and philosophy, of painting and theater, which would have been impossible at home. He could have become a dandy and a snob; he did, in fact, become a formidable and rather imperious young man. But the patriotism drilled into his soul from birth would prove to be ineradicable.









CHAPTER 2


His Thoughts Are Always Running in a Serious Strain


(1778–1780)


IN ORDER TO AVOID DETECTION, JOHN ADAMS AND HIS SON SET out from Quincy in the dead of night. Adams knew that British spies were everywhere and would be watching the roads as well as the harbor. It was February 15, 1778. The Adams men walked in the moonlight to a spit of land called Moon Head, near Wollaston, the Quincy family seat. From then they would take a rowboat out to the Boston, the ship that would take them across the ocean. At Hoff’s Neck, not far from their destination, the travelers were accosted by an old woman—a remote Adams relation—who screeched, like a Shakespearean witch, “The Heavens frown, the clouds roll, the hollow winds howl!” The ten-year-old boy may have been spooked, but he was in the company of his all-knowing father, who sneered at superstition and dire auguries. They cinched their greatcoats against the biting cold and climbed aboard the rowboat.


Neither John Adams nor his son had ever sailed the ocean; even John, who had represented ships’ captains in court for years, had done virtually all his traveling by land. The mid-winter Atlantic crossing was thus an experience fraught with both mystery and peril. The Boston, a 504-ton frigate, was a fine ship with an experienced captain, Samuel Tucker. After setting off in a snowstorm, the ship put in at the port in Marblehead, about twenty miles to the north. There friends of the captain and crew came aboard and told hair-raising tales of the cruel treatment meted out to captives taken by British men o’war. John Adams grew increasingly impatient and nervous. On the eighteenth, the Boston took advantage of fair winds and sailed north. On the twentieth, it was chased by a British ship, rousing Adams’ fear of capture. He urged Tucker to fight with everything he had; the alternative was too horrible to contemplate. The Boston put all its guns out; every man waited for battle. And then, with the English warship steadily gaining, a tremendous storm hit.


Lashed by violent winds, the waves rose up mountainously and fell away in a terrifying abyss. The ship rolled and pitched like a cork, the cargo smashing against the hold, the mates falling and cursing. The sealed door to the powder room flew open, threatening to annihilate the ship with an explosion before it could be sent to the bottom by the flood. The noise from the wind, from the screaming of the ropes, from the straining of the timbers, which seemed about to crack into a thousand pieces, was so deafening that a man couldn’t hear a word shouted into his ear. A lightning bolt hit the mast, which splintered with a tremendous crack. For three days the storm raged on. Adams and his son braced themselves against the bed of their stateroom to keep from splitting their skulls. And Johnny proved to his father that he was no ordinary boy. “Fully sensible of the Danger,” his father wrote, “he was constantly endeavouring to bear up under it with a manly courage and patience, very attentive to me, and his thoughts always running in a serious Strain.”


This was the first time that the boy had been alone with his father for a protracted period. More than that, it was perhaps the first time that he had ever seen his father, rather than simply heard about him, as a figure of authority among other men. Here was a new form of education for a boy at a very suggestible age. John Adams had spent the previous two years watching over the Continental Army, consuming vast amounts of military history and doctrine, serving on congressional committees and proposing reforms, growing impatient at failures of nerve and of command. He watched the routines of the Boston with the same acute and censorious attention to detail. As soon as the storm subsided, he made a list in his journal of everything wrong with the ship and its crew: the space between decks was too narrow and stifling; the deck held too many guns, making navigation slow and unsteady; the ship was filthy, the crew swore too much, and the meals arrived irregularly. Adams gave broad hints to the captain and found to his satisfaction that the decks were soon washed, swept, and aired. He was a man who wanted and expected responsibility.


Father and son shared a cabin and must have spent countless hours in conversation. John Adams was a man of bottomless curiosity who wanted to understand everything. He wondered about the Gulf Stream, which bore the ship forward and carried storms along its track. “What is the course of it?” he asked himself. “From what Point and to what Point does it flow? How broad is it? . . .” What were the fish that swam in the ship’s wake? And he yearned to know about the world to which he had been sent. What was the state of Europe’s armies, navies, and finance? How many ships did it have, with how many guns? What were the British plans? Adams never hesitated to talk to his son about the most grown-up subjects; Johnny listened and watched while his father’s restless mind turned over every riddle and mystery.


Most of the time, Adams was too seasick and too wet to focus on much of anything. Johnny, however, seemed delighted with the voyage. The elder Adams had brought a French grammar book with him, and he asked Nicholas Noel, a French doctor returning home, to teach his son the language. Johnny proved to be an eager student and made quick progress. Very much his father’s son, he pestered the captain to tell him the name of every sail and to explain how the compass worked. In mid-March, the Boston chased and seized the Martha, a British merchant ship with cargo said to be insured by Lloyd’s for 70,000 pounds—a thrilling moment for everyone. But the victory came with a cost: One of the Boston’s guns exploded; Barron, the sailor manning the gun, had to have his leg amputated. John Adams held Barron in his arms during the operation. Barron died two weeks later; his body was placed in a casket laden with shot. Everyone, Johnny included, stood solemnly on deck while Barron’s body was committed to the ocean with a prayer.


On March 28, six weeks after leaving, John Adams spied the Ile de Re, an island off the French coast, and then the great round towers that guarded the harbor of La Rochelle. A pilot arrived to guide the Boston to the port of Bordeaux. As they cruised down the Gironde, the river tapered, and on either bank they could see farmers and cattle. In Bordeaux, they were invited aboard a merchant ship for a splendid meal. The Adams took a chaise through Poitiers, Amboise, Tours, and Orleans. They reached Paris on April 8. John was once again pleased to see that his son seemed not the least worse for wear from the five-hundred-mile trip.


Several days later, they visited Benjamin Franklin at his home in Passy, at a chateau known as the Hotel de Valentinois. Silas Deane, whom Adams had come to replace, had just vacated the courtyard pavilion known as the Basse Cour, and Franklin invited the Adamses to lodge there. The newcomers could scarcely have done better: at that time, Passy was a charming village close to the Bois de Boulogne and a few miles from the center of Paris; the chateau itself sat on eighteen acres, which ran downhill to the Seine. (The house occupied a site near the current rue Singer.) The gardens surrounding their cottage were filled with acacia, linden, and chestnut trees. Here was nature tamed and beautified: not the hillocky, swampy farm in Braintree, with its chickens and cows, but the kind of delightfully arranged pastoral fashioned with an effortless elegance by a society devoted to artifice and rationality. Both father and son were thoroughly delighted.


Within a week, John Adams had installed Johnny in the private boarding academy of Monsieur Le Coeur, where Franklin had placed his grandson, Benjamin Bache (later the publisher of the Aurora, a notoriously anti-Adams newspaper). Monsieur Le Coeur taught dancing, fencing, music, and drawing, as well as French and Latin. His father was soon mortified to discover that his son “learned more French in a day than I could learn in a Week with all my Books.” (He did, however, say the same of his servant.) Within a month, Johnny was writing plausible letters in French. He described the austere routine in a letter to his mother: rise at six, study until eight thirty, breakfast and “play,” study from nine to twelve, dinner and play until two, study until four thirty, play until five, study until seven, supper, study, bed. He also showed her a new strain of seriousness. By now, he wrote—it was April 20—she would have heard of the treaty with France, “which I believe will rouse the hearts of the Americans exceedingly and also the desire of the English to make peace with us and of the Commissioners dispatched from England for that Purpose.”


Sometimes Johnny was allowed to join his father for excursions. He wrote to his cousin Billy Cranch that he had joined Dr. Franklin and his son, William Temple Franklin, and “other Gentlemen and Ladies” at a dinner at a chateau in Montmartre. He wrote to cousin Lucy Cranch that he had gone to the Comédie Italienne, where he had seen a succession of plays, among them Nymphs of Diana. “All the actresses,” he wrote, “had on white silk gowns with part of them dragging behind on the ground with a case of quivers at their backs.” Johnny loved the theater the way other boys love the circus. He wrote to Nabby that of all the amusements in Paris his favorite was “the Spectacles,” popular shows with song and dance. “Pappa won’t let me go to them as often as I wish,” he lamented. He enjoyed the opera and the Comédie, but, he added breathlessly, “the language the wit the passions the sentiment the oratory the poetry the manners the morals are at the French comedy.” He would become a lifelong connoisseur of the theater, in many languages.


Johnny took his cues from his father, and John Adams had been seduced by the French. Days after reaching Paris, he wrote to Abigail, “stern and haughty Republican as I am, I cannot help loving these People, for their earnest Desire, and their assiduity to please.” Adams was no killjoy. He found much about France beautiful and charming. The women were beguiling—all the more so because they made intelligent conversation. (He may have added this for Abigail’s benefit.) Johnny understood that he was allowed to be delighted. But he was not to surrender to this glorious fleshpot. His father was a stern and haughty republican; though his fondness for the French people never slackened, he began to find the opulence sickening. He yearned for the simple pleasures of home. And so, Johnny claimed, did he. In June, still a month shy of eleven years old, he wrote to his mother that he would “much rather be among the rugged rocks of my own native town than in the gay city of Paris.” He must have liked the sound of this noble sentiment, since he repeated it in a letter to brother Charles, and added, with startling sententiousness for a boy his age, “Your business & mine are upon the Same foundation to qualify ourselves to be useful members of Society & to get a living in the world.”


Johnny absorbed from his father not a mixed but a mingled message: Europe was wonderful, but virtue lay elsewhere. From Abigail, however, the message was more severe. At times Abigail could be sportive, even whimsical, but her fear of the snares of the old world and the heedlessness of youth—of young men, above all—darkened her already somber tone. “Improve your understanding,” she wrote in her first letter to Johnny, but bear in mind that learning “will be of little value and small Estimation, unless Virtue, Honor, Truth and integrity are added to them.” Let yourself be guided by religious sentiments and the precepts of your father, she went on, “for dear as you are to me, I had much rather you should have found your Grave in the ocean you have crossed, or any untimely death crop you in your infant years, rather than see you an immoral profligate or a Graceless child.” This sentiment, shocking to our own ears, might have been stinging even to his.


John Adams was enormously proud of his son—of his French fluency, his intellectual growth, his gift for impressing adults—and he often said so to Abigail. “Your son is the joy of my heart,” he wrote. But Abigail seemed to worry that praise would go to the boy’s head. She reminded Johnny—unremittingly, it must have seemed to him—of the responsibilities he bore. If Providence had preserved him from death at sea, she wrote, then he must treat such mercy as a debt to be discharged: “in the first place to your Great Preserver, in the next to Society in general, in particular to your country, your parents and yourself.”


Warming to this theme, Abigail described precisely what he owed to each. She counseled him to practice self-scrutiny. By this Abigail did not mean, as a modern would, that he should sound the depths of his being in order to know what lies there, but rather that he should purge the “mist,” as she put it, which “Self love and partiality” cast before his eyes. “Whoever will candidly examine themselves,” she wrote, “will find some degree of passion, peevishness or obstinacy in their Natural tempers.”


This was Enlightenment psychology: to know yourself was to learn to master the passions that threatened to eclipse reason. John Adams had mastered his “amorous nature” by recalling the stern precepts of his own parents. Abigail may have felt that Johnny was similarly constituted. “You my dear son are formed with a constitution feelingly alive,” she wrote, “your passions are strong and impetuous, yet with pleasure I have observed a frankness and generosity accompany your efforts to govern and subdue them.” Perhaps she felt that she needed to instill in her son the same contempt and horror of “libertinage” that Deacon John had imbued in her husband. Abigail promised to further expand on the subject of self-knowledge in subsequent letters.


Johnny had largely internalized his parents’ admonitions. He wrote faithfully to his relatives; when he was home from school, he and his father sat around a table at the Basse Cour, each with his own ink and quill pen. His letters grew longer and more grave. He wrote to Charles and Tom listing all the French grammar books he was reading, including “one so rational, ingenious and curious that the book is as entertaining as a romance tho the subject is dry.” He began to grow into the finely balanced and rather elliptical prose style he was to master as an adult. In September 1778, two months past his eleventh birthday, he wrote to his mother about the consequences of keeping a journal, as his father had asked him to do: “Altho I shall have the mortification a few years hence, to read a great deal of my Childish nonsense, yet I shall have the Pleasure, & advantage, of Remarking the several steps, by which I shall have advanced in taste, judgement, & knowledge.” (Another year would pass before he would take his father’s advice.) A week later, he wrote to his two little brothers at home a very long letter setting out a suggested reading list of works in French.


John Adams, meanwhile, was feeling idle and increasingly frustrated. The delegates had completed a treaty with France before Adams arrived, and the French seemed to be in no hurry to extend loans or any other form of assistance to the Americans. A month after arriving in Paris, Adams had written to the Continental Congress suggesting that they needed not three representatives but one. He probably hoped that the Congress would leave him there and order Franklin and Arthur Lee Jr. home. But in February 1779 Adams received word that the revolutionary government had decided instead to leave Franklin in Paris and order himself and Lee back home. He was more than ready to leave—save that he had finally learned to speak French quite comfortably, if not nearly as well as his son, and was feeling more and more at home.


By this time, Johnny was out of school, and his father had very little to do. They took long walks together in the Bois de Boulogne. Adams took his son with him on his social calls. He kept him at his studies. John Adams had always believed in the pedagogic value of brute force labor. Now he gave Johnny French verbs to conjugate and instructed him to list every person in every tense, so that the boy might fill two sheets of paper on a single verb. He was laying down the habits of a lifetime.


On June 17, the two set sail for Boston aboard a French frigate, the Sensible. Johnny, who had been tutored in French on the Boston, returned the favor by teaching English to France’s new ambassador to the United States, Anne-César, the Chevalier de la Luzerne, and his secretary, François de Barbé-Marbois. His father found them one day in his stateroom, Johnny flanked by the chevalier and his secretary, the chevalier reading from Blackstone, Johnny “correcting the pronunciation of every Word and Syllable and Letter.” The boy, exclaimed the chevalier, “was the master of his own language like a professor.” The two, Adams wrote in his diary, “are in raptures with my son.”


Six weeks later, Johnny was perched once again on the rugged rocks of Braintree. He planned on studying until he could be admitted to Harvard. (At that time, before the advent of widespread secondary schooling, Harvard and other colleges admitted students as young as fourteen.) The war with England had reached a stalemate, and John Adams’ services were still very much in demand. The town of Braintree named him as a delegate to the state constitutional convention, and Adams spent the next several months single-handedly drafting the Massachusetts constitution. This literary and legal masterpiece helped secure Adams’ reputation. The spirit of the great English liberal thinkers, above all John Locke, breathes through the work: The “body-politic . . . is a social compact, by which the whole people covenants with each citizen, and each citizen with the whole people, that all shall be governed by certain laws for the common good.” (Adams described his own work as “Locke, Sidney, Rousseau and de Mably reduced to practice.”) Here was the new American credo in a nutshell: the people covenant with one another, not with the king or clergy.


In October, Adams received word that Congress had appointed him to return to France to negotiate a peace treaty with Great Britain, though at that time peace was scarcely in the offing. Once again, though it must have broken Abigail’s heart, he immediately consented. Barbé-Marbois had written to Adams specifically suggesting he take Johnny, the precocious language instructor, with him. Adams wrote back to say that his son “had already learned to esteem and respect the French Nation,” but that the time had come for him to begin his education at home. And then, fatefully, he changed his mind. Adams decided to bring not only his eldest son but the nine-year-old Charles, along with John Thaxter, their tutor, and a private secretary, Francis Dana. On November 14, they returned to Europe on the Sensible. John Quincy would not return to America until he was almost eighteen.


This time the boy brought with him a new piece of equipment: a diary. John Adams had kept a diary since youth and had urged his son to keep a journal of “the events that happen to me, and of objects that I see, and of Characters that I converse with from day to day.” Later on, Adams would buy five-hundred-page hard-bound volumes, but now he brought with him a small sheaf of papers bound by a string. (The string may have been looped through the pages later on.) On the front the twelve-year-old boy hopefully wrote, “JOURNAL BY ME.”


The ship sprang a leak after only four days at sea, and ten days later the hole had grown so large that the passengers had to take turns manning a pump. In his journal, Johnny wrote of his own trip to the hold. After he was whacked in the skull by a beam, he drew the profile of a head with curvy lines, then a bird and stars.


The Sensible limped into Ferrol, on the very northwest corner of Spain, almost a thousand miles from Paris, the first four hundred of which would take the Adams party on the rough, mountainous track along Spain’s northern coast. In twenty years of very hard traveling, John Adams wrote, “I never experienced any Thing like this journey.” But, he wrote, both Johnny and Charles had endured the five-week trip without complaint. Once in Paris, the Adams entourage took an elegant suite of rooms at the Hotel de Valois in the rue de Richelieu. The boys were soon enrolled at a school in Passy. Monsieur Pechigny’s academy was much as Monsieur Le Coeur’s but more rigorous: Johnny was learning Greek roots and grammar as well as Latin, geometry, and writing. His father thought the time had come to drop frivolous pursuits and wrote to Monsieur Pechigny asking that the boys be excused from fencing and dancing. Johnny was no longer a boy of ten, after all. Adams wrote to his son to tell him to pay special attention to Latin and Greek, and let math and geography, as well as writing and drawing, fall by the wayside. And by the way, he added, improve your penmanship: “Can’t you keep a steadier hand?”


The family’s time in Paris turned out to be brief. John Adams had again found himself with nothing to do, since the British were not yet prepared to treat with the Americans. He decided to remove himself to Amsterdam, where he understood that pro-American feeling ran high and loans to the cash-starved revolutionary cause might thus be available. Adams enrolled the boys in the Latin School on the Singel, Amsterdam’s innermost canal. Since he didn’t speak Dutch, Johnny was placed in a class with younger children, which made him miserable. For perhaps the only time in his life, he misbehaved; the school’s rector wrote a letter to John Adams complaining of the “disobedience and impertinence of your eldest son,” who was “doing his best to corrupt his amiable brother.” John Adams promptly withdrew his children. A young American doctor, Benjamin Waterhouse, suggested that Adams send the boys to Leyden, a university town where he had just completed his medical training.


Leyden was a sacred city in America’s mythos, for the Puritans who founded the Plymouth colony had left from there, having first fled from England to the more tolerant Dutch city. It was a medieval town of steeply gabled houses lining broad canals spanned by bridges. On one side of the Rapenburg Canal stood the great buildings that held the classrooms of the University of Leyden; the Rapenburg was Leyden’s finest street, lined on both sides of the canal with tall trees. Johnny and Charles lived with Dr. Waterhouse on a narrow, curving street known as Langebrug, across the canal from the university. Their house lay just behind the great brick mass of the Pieterskirk, the church at which the Pilgrims had worshiped.


As soon as the canals froze, the whole city took to its skates, and in December Johnny wrote to his father asking for skates as well as breeches and boots for riding. It was, he pointed out, Christmas vacation. John Adams could be indulgent toward his eldest son, whom he had come to regard as something of a prodigy, but he would not relax the grip of instruction: you can have skates, he responded, so long as you “confine yourself to proper hours, and to strict Moderation.” And he admonished the boy that skating was not simply “Velocity or Agility,” but required mastery of the same principles involved with dancing and riding.


Waterhouse secured a tutor—admirably versed in the classics, Thaxter reported to John Adams—to spend two hours a day teaching the boys Latin and Greek. Johnny kept at his own studies of the Old Testament in Greek. He attended public lectures in jurisprudence and natural philosophy at the university, at that time perhaps the foremost such institution in Europe. Thanks to his father, he had gotten to know Jean de Luzac, a highly regarded classical scholar and later the university rector. He was living in an increasingly adult intellectual world. He had the scholarly Thaxter for company, as well as Waterhouse, later one of America’s most prominent physicians.


Johnny heard regularly from both his parents. His father wrote to say that the boy must begin reading the Roman historians and moralists—Sallust, Tacitus, Livy, and, of course, Cicero, the model of models. Another letter proposed Demosthenes, and still another, the English poets. Abigail admonished her son to comport himself as a gentleman: “I hope, my dear boy, that the universal neatness and Cleanliness, of the people where you reside, will cure you of all your slovenly tricks.” Now Abigail was writing to Charles as well, and the difference in her tone is striking. She gently chided her middle son not to let all the fuss people made over him go to his head. Charles was younger and more delicate, but also not so obviously a prodigy as Johnny.


A modern reader, scrutinizing these letters to a teenage boy living far from home, searches in vain for expressions of love or words of gentle support—from one of them, at least. And it would not be correct to say that parents of that time were unable or unwilling to open themselves emotionally to their children in that way; Elizabeth Smith Shaw, for example, was much warmer in her letters than was her older sister Abigail. John Quincy Adams might have had a much happier life, and perhaps even been a better husband and father, had one of his parents offered him unconditional love and approval. But that wasn’t their way: both John and Abigail felt they could do their son no greater favor than holding him to the highest possible standards. John Quincy Adams, for better or worse, would have been the first to agree.









CHAPTER 3


As Promising and Manly a Youth as Is in the World


(1781–1785)


FOR THE FIRST THIRTEEN YEARS OF HIS LIFE, JOHN QUINCY Adams had been educated in the most direct and explicit way possible: first his mother and then his father had, in effect, opened up his head and filled it with fixed principles, stern admonitions, heroic characters, great ambitions. He had faithfully absorbed every syllable. And then, at what was still a very tender age, he was thrown into the world, and he began to profit from his own experience and observations. This premature self-reliance may account for the extraordinary certainty and assurance that would mark his later life.


In June 1781, John Adams’ secretary, Francis Dana, learned that he had been appointed minister to St. Petersburg, with the goal of enlisting Russia in the American cause. Dana spoke little French, the universal language of diplomacy, and when the young man he had approached to serve as his secretary backed out, dreading the prospect of a sojourn in Siberia, Dana and John Adams agreed that Johnny would make the perfect aide.


John Quincy Adams was not yet thirteen years old. Yet he had crossed the ocean twice with perfect equanimity, mastered French, studied at Europe’s greatest university, and learned to write with admirable fluency in two languages. He was a boy, but a remarkably steady and self-possessed one. His happy idyll in Leyden thus came to an abrupt end. He and Dana traveled eastward across Germany, from Cologne to Bonn to Frankfurt to Leipzig to Berlin, and then on through Poland and Latvia. Johnny made note in his diary of the quality of the roads, the soil, and the crops, just as his father would have wanted him to do. He seemed to take this epic journey very much in stride. He and Dana reached St. Petersburg on August 27, at the beginning of the Russian autumn. They took lodgings in the Hotel de Paris, an inn whose only luxury was its name.


The tsarina, Catherine, who had famously sheltered Voltaire and Diderot, was thought to be “liberal” and thus at least potentially sympathetic to the revolutionary cause. In fact, Catherine abhorred republicanism and had no intention of disturbing her relations with Great Britain by according recognition to an American minister. Though Dana, to his great credit, tried every way he could to gain access to Catherine’s court, he might as well have tried to knock down the walls of the Hermitage Palace with his hands. His mission was doomed.


Johnny was at first both impressed and intrigued by his new home. He wrote to Thaxter that St. Petersburg was far superior to Paris, both for the breadth of its streets and the elegance of its private buildings. He hoped to find a tutor to continue his studies, but as Dana wrote to John Adams, “Here there are neither schools, instructors, nor books.” The young man would have to educate himself. From the evidence of his letters and diaries, young Adams passed much of his fourteenth year sitting inside reading. He plowed through Hume’s six-volume History of England, tolling off the pages of each—503, 515, 472. . . . Then he read Macaulay’s three-volume history of England. He translated Cicero. He read Adam Smith. He tried to teach himself German. His father wrote, asking for details, as always: What are the houses built of? How high are they? What paintings does Russia have? And his son dutifully wrote back: brick and plaster, two to four stories . . . He wrote to Thaxter in French explaining the ingenious system by which Russians kept their houses warm.


John Quincy was a diplomat in embryo. He paid close attention to Russia’s political order and described it in detail to his mother. “The Sovereign,” he wrote, “is Absolute, in all the extent of the word. . . . And the nobility have the same power over the people, that the Sovereign has over them. The Nation is wholly composed of Nobles and Serfs, or in other words, of Masters and Slaves.” The system, he wrote, is disadvantageous even to the sovereign, for the nobles continually rebel against absolute power. And even serfs who had grown immensely rich, he pointed out, were prepared to pay vast sums to obtain their liberty, for slavery is contemptible even when softened by wealth. This was, of course, republican orthodoxy, and Abigail wrote back with a disquisition upon tyranny, showing how the Assyrians gave way to the Persians, the Persians to the Greeks, the Greeks to the Romans. (She must have been rereading Charles Rollins.) “Yet even this mistress of the world, as she is proudly stiled, in her turn, defaced her glory, tarnished her victories, and became a prey to luxury, ambition, faction, pride, Revenge and avarice.”


That first winter, the temperature fluctuated between 20 and 30 degrees below zero, and a flu epidemic kept the city coughing. Nevertheless, Dana wrote to Adams to say that his son was in “high health.” Dana had undertaken to serve in loco parentis and reported that his young charge was busy translating Cicero’s Orations. “Do you think ’tis time for him to read history,” he asked, “and which shou’d you prefer?” Should he compose in French? Dana was loathe to part with his secretary and companion, but he wrote to Adams in May 1782, suggesting that the boy return to Leyden to resume his studies. Adams himself wished nothing more. He wrote to his son to report that Thaxter was going back to America, leaving him alone. John Quincy then wrote to his tutor saying he wished he could go with him, “car je suis tout à fait homesick.” He was, after all, barely a teenager. By the fall of 1782, he could find nothing to record in his diary save the weather and the name of his dinner companion—always an adult, since he seemed to know no one of his own age. He was bored out of his mind.


John Quincy left St. Petersburg on October 30, arriving in Stockholm three weeks later. He had a delightful time in the Swedish capital, staying out at masked balls until six in the morning, playing cards, dining with diplomatic friends of his father’s, paying court to attractive women. He had grown so accustomed to speaking French that he was now writing his diary in French. Though his father was urging him to come to Holland, the young man took a leisurely trip southward through Denmark and Germany. Perhaps he was hugely relieved to have escaped from his confinement in Russia. Beyond that, for the first time he was tasting the joys of adult life—with no nagging parents nearby. This was precisely what Abigail feared. But John Quincy was made of stern stuff; he made it through the courts of northern Europe without committing an indiscretion.


John Quincy reached the Hague in April 1783, but his father was then in Paris. The boy remained in Holland, studying with a new tutor, Charles William Frederick Dumas, a family friend. His father sent a volley of letters, with the usual admonitions: improve your handwriting, keep up your journal, work on your Latin and Greek, write to your family, never be too wise to ask a question. Abigail wrote complaining that her son appeared to have forgotten about her existence: “Has the cold northern region frozen up that Quick and Lively imagination which used to give such pleasure to your Friends?” (This when she thought he was still in Russia.) The fact is that he didn’t write her very often, perhaps because he didn’t care for the lessons in comportment; on the other hand, he wrote much less frequently to Nabby, whom he adored. Life in the great capitals of Europe was a lot busier than it was on the farm in Braintree, and between one thing and another he didn’t find much time to write. But Abigail’s needling finally hit home, and John Quincy wrote back to say, “I must beg your pardon for having scratch’d out of your letter the words to be forgotten by my son, for I could not bear to think that such an idea should ever have entered the mind of my ever honoured mamma.” He was genuinely horrified at the accusation; never, throughout his life, would John Quincy Adams speak of either of his parents with anything save love and devotion.


In the fall of 1782, John Adams had joined John Jay and Benjamin Franklin in Paris to negotiate the termination of the war with Great Britain. At the end of November they had reached an agreement that doubled the size of the infant nation, guaranteed navigation on the Mississippi and fishing rights on the Grand Bank of Newfoundland, and, above all, contained the stipulation that launched America into the world: “His Britannic Majesty acknowledges the said United States . . . to be free, sovereign, and independent states.” In the United States, the Treaty of Paris was deemed a tremendous victory. John Quincy Adams, who was himself to become America’s leading diplomat, always held out the treaty as a standard to judge himself by—just as his father’s career would be the standard by which he judged his own.


John Adams remained in Paris in the ensuing months in order to sign the final version of the agreement. He rejoined his son in the Hague in July 1783 and returned with him to Paris the following month. John Quincy was now his father’s secretary and confidante. John wrote to Abigail to report, “He is grown a man in understanding and in stature as well”—though, at five foot seven, he was no taller than his father, who might have considered that quite tall enough. John Quincy had arrived just in time, for in September his father fell ill with a fever, and John Thaxter, who had been his constant companion, finally left for America. Adams’ doctor advised him to move out of the city for his health.


In September, father and son removed to a grand if somewhat decayed villa in Auteuil, at the opposite end of the Bois de Boulogne from Passy, their former neighborhood. Very much the man about town, John Quincy frequented the theater, visited art collections, dined with the leading diplomats in Paris, and held long talks with the learned abbés he had met through his father. He also found his first true chum. John Quincy may have been a rare bird, but in Peter Jay Munro he found one of the same feather. Munro, also sixteen, was in Paris serving as the private secretary to his uncle, John Jay, a leading revolutionary and now, like John Adams, one of the tiny cadre of America’s infant diplomatic service. Jay had been part of the negotiating team on the Treaty of Paris. He and Peter, his ward, lived at Franklin’s home in Passy, where the Adamses had been before them. Peter Jay Munro was quite possibly the only other young man in the world whose experience of life so closely approximated John Quincy’s. The two learned and worldly diplomatic aides often met at Franklin’s home. They read Samuel Johnson’s Life of Pope together. They got into scrapes, to which they referred only obliquely. “I beg you would let me know,” John Quincy wrote from London, “whether your uncle or aunt know any thing about a certain foolish affair that happened once between you and me. I have my reasons for asking—tho’ I hope they don’t for it was a business of which we ought both to be ashamed.”


The Paris idyll ended when John Adams’ doctor suggested a trip to England to restore his health. In October the two traveled to Calais and boarded a ship for Dover. Neither father nor son had seen London before, though of course each had spent their lives reading about it and hearing about it. They received a private visit to Buckingham Palace; the Boston painter John Singleton Copley, who had moved to London, arranged for them to visit the House of Lords to hear King George speak at the opening of Parliament. Like any other first-time tourist, they visited the British Museum, the Tower of London, Windsor Castle, the Eton School, and the factory that made the famous Wedgwood ceramics and plate ware. Of course they went to the theater.


John Quincy had promised to give a running account to his friend Munro, whom he sometimes jocularly addressed as “Dear Moron.” Soon after arriving he wrote to declare that he had just seen “that wonderful, wonderful, wonder of wonders, Mrs. Siddons,” the brightest star of the London stage. “She out Garrick’s Garrick, Sir, cent per cent.” John Quincy was half-joking; he added parenthetically that while he was in England he would talk like the English. He used the letters to try out a new rakish persona that would have appalled his mother. “I go pretty often to the Plays here,” he wrote, “because, if there was no other enticement, than this, you are sure to find a number of fine Women there, it would be enough for me, for a long time; every evening I went, I was in Love, with a new Object.”


John Quincy was also harkening to a poetic muse that would preoccupy him, and sometimes vex him, for the rest of his life. Embarrassed about his authorship, he sent verses to Munro with the mock pretense that he had read them in a newspaper or heard them on the stage. He wrote barroom ditties and satires in the manner of Alexander Pope and even a bit of doggerel on the hot air balloon, a recent invention. But in a few of the poems, he dropped the cool pose of the flâneur and wrote about his heart, or, rather, his desire. One began:


Oh love, thou tyrant of the breast,


Thou hast deprived me of my rest,


Oh thou hast changed me quite,


I lay me down upon my bed


Chloë comes straight into my head


And keeps me ’wake all night.


John Quincy dropped hints about his crushes, almost certainly unrequited: “Alas! Alas! I have left her. Heaven knows when I shall see her again.”


John Quincy adored London, telling Munro that it was “as much superior to Paris, in beauty and convenience, as the Sun to the Moon”—wider boulevards, sidewalks, splendid shops. But years of patriotic education had inoculated him against the bug that turned so many American visitors to London or Paris into permanent expatriates. He wrote to his cousin Elizabeth Cranch to say, perhaps hyperbolically, that he could think of no worse punishment than “to be condemned to pass my life in Europe.” He wrote to a friend that “my country has over me an attractive power which I do not understand.” Of course it wasn’t so hard to understand, since he was traveling across England with the most ardent of patriots and receiving letters from his equally zealous mother. In one, Abigail congratulated him on the fine delineations of Russia he had made in his own letters and added, “Let your observations, and comparisons produce in your mind, an abhorrence of Dominion, and Power, the Parent of Slavery ignorance and barbarism.” Behold the empires that lie in ruins.


John Adams’ health was still fragile, and in December he and his son visited the resort of Bath, where his doctor had suggested he go as a restorative. While there, the elder Adams received a message from home reporting that the expenses of war had exhausted the loans he had secured in Amsterdam; America could no longer pay its bills. Adams would have to return to Holland. He was in no condition for an ice-bound passage northward, and he felt there was little chance of success. Nevertheless, as he wrote in his journal, “no man knows what he can bear until he tries,” a sentiment that might have been translated into Latin in order to decorate the family coat of arms.


On January 5, father and son put out to sea in a violent squall. Blown off course, they finally made landfall on the desolate strand of a peninsula at the southern edge of Holland. The sole inhabitant they encountered informed the party that they had landed four to six miles from the nearest town, with no conveyance available for the trip. Sick, miserable, and frozen to the core, John Adams prepared himself to die. But his son bore him up, as he had on their first Atlantic crossing. “He was in fine spirits,” John Adams wrote in a reminiscence many years later; “his gaiety, activity, and attention to me encreased as difficulties multiplied.” The father had come to depend on the son, even as John Quincy continued to look to his father for knowledge and guidance.


The Adamses remained in Holland throughout the first half of 1784. In June, John Quincy returned to London on his own. Following his father’s instructions, he attended Parliament in order to hear the great orators of the day. This, too, was part of the republican education his father continued to map out for him. John Quincy sat through an interminable eleven-hour debate over the recent election in Westminster. But he offered his father characters of each of the heroes of the House of Lords, noting of Charles James Fox that “his ideas are all striking, but they flow in upon him, in such numbers that he cannot communicate them without difficulty.” Taking up the theme of public leadership, his father wrote back, “Whenever a great able and Upright man appears, there will be ever a Swarm of little, corrupt, weak or wicked ones, who will find among the people Such Numbers like themselves, as to form a body capable of obstructing, diverting and interrupting him.” The older Adams got, the more he would brood over this theme; his years as president would provide the final proof that the common herd of mankind envied and even despised great men. This conviction made him sympathetic, if not to aristocracy itself, then to the rule of a natural aristocracy of the best men. His son imbibed this dim regard for the wisdom of the common people, though he was never quite as dyspeptic as his father on the subject.


The correspondence between the two Adamses had become increasingly an exchange of equals. But the older man was still very much the lawgiver. He instructed his son to continue with his translations into French of Suetonius’ Lives of the Twelve Caesars, a 462-page project he would complete that summer. He asked him to return to Holland so that they could learn Dutch together. And he offered his usual steady stream of advice: “Don’t fatigue yourself in traveling. Keep your mind easy and your body cool, your spirits cheerful and your humour gay.” Few men, he reminded him, had suffered as many vexations as he, and he had done his best to hew to his own maxims, though not always successfully. He was, at the same time, immensely proud of his son. He described John Quincy to Abigail as “the greatest traveller of his age, and without partiality, I think as promising and manly a youth as is in the world.”


John Quincy rejoined his father in the Hague at the end of June. But soon he found himself hurrying back to England. For the last year, John Adams had been imploring Abigail to join him. The prospect of an ocean voyage terrified her, and much though she missed he husband, Abigail had grown quite accustomed to her vicarious roving through the instrument of books and menfolk. But she finally consented to come and to bring Nabby with her. On July 30, 1784, in a London hotel, John Quincy was reunited with his mother and sister after an absence of four years. All three of them must have shed many tears. Abigail and Nabby were much taken with John Quincy’s manliness and gravity. He had become, after all, a rather formidable young man. And he was handsome, with dark, shining eyes, a delicate mouth, and his mother’s narrow, finely tipped nose.


Within weeks John Adams was summoned to Paris to negotiate treaties with France. The family arrived in mid-August and moved back to the villa in Auteuil. Whatever London’s superior virtues, it was Paris where John Quincy felt most at home. Paris had formed his taste and his manners. He haunted the Palais Royal, which the Duc de Chartres, cousin to Louis XVI, had begun to turn into a center of leisure and pleasure—a kind of proto-Times Square. “This place offers a vast fund of entertainment to the observor,” Adams wrote in his journal. “It is the most frequented walk in Paris at every hour of the day, and of the night too, you will never fail of finding company here, and it is very curious to see the different dresses and appearance of the people you find there.” He marveled at the Raphaels, Rembrandts, and Rubenses in the Duc’s gallery. (The Louvre, across the way, would not open for another eight years.) He indulged his love of theater both at the Comédie Française and the Théâtre des Variétés, a hastily improvised stage that specialized in knockabout farce. He was shocked that Racine and Corneille showed to empty houses, while “low buffoonery” packed the stalls. He ogled the dresses in the shop of Mademoiselle Bertin, the queen’s milliner. Here was a petticoat that cost a thousand guineas. Naval heroes’ reputations last months, he mused with the polished cynicism of a Paris courtier; Mademoiselle Bertin’s is imperishable. The French Revolution was only four years away, but King Louis XVI sat securely on his throne. Paris was a world of glittering trifles John Quincy deplored and loved to deplore. He was a precocious moralist.


The great friend of this period of his life was Thomas Jefferson. The author of the Declaration of Independence had been sent to Paris to succeed Benjamin Franklin. Jefferson had suffered the shattering loss of his wife, Martha, as well as two of his children, and had come to Paris with his daughter, Patsy. He happily allowed himself to be adopted by the bustling, cheerful, embracing Adams family. He paid elaborate, if always proper, court to Abigail; worked daily with John; and became a mentor to young John Quincy, who hero-worshiped him. Jefferson had taken a modest house with a garden among the grand hotels de ville in the Cul-de-Sac Taitbout, just off the Chaussée D’Antin in the fashionable heart of Paris. John Quincy dined there almost every night, often in the company of luminaries like the Marquis de Lafayette or the naval hero John Paul Jones. In his diary he wrote of Jefferson “whom I love to be with because he is a man of very extensive learning and pleasing manners.” Young Adams was already so well connected that he could arrange to introduce Jefferson and the marquis to his friend Benjamin West, the celebrated portraitist.


When he wasn’t amusing himself, John Quincy was working as his father’s secretary. The two began each morning with a long walk through the Bois before settling down to business with Jefferson and Franklin. At night, when the young man was home, they worked together, with the father helping the son prepare for Harvard. The elder Adams had contemplated enrolling his son at Oxford but had dropped the idea when he had learned that matriculants had to subscribe to the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England. The very first article, “Of Faith in the Holy Trinity,” violated Adams’ own Unitarian convictions.


It was, therefore, admission to Harvard for which John Adams set out to prepare his son. They read Greek and Latin together. They worked their way through algebra, plane geometry, decimal fractions, and even, the older man proudly reported in a letter to Benjamin Waterhouse, differential calculus, which he barely recalled from his own college days. Ordinary folk might sit by the fireside making goodly conversation; for the Adamses, supreme contentment required books and abstruse talk. Abigail evoked the scene in a letter to a friend: “The table is covered with mathematical instruments, and you hear nothing ’til nine o’clock but of theorem and problems bissecting and dissecting tangents and sequents.”


John Adams, though as intellectually gifted as any of the leading figures of a remarkably gifted generation, was quite dazzled by his son’s intellect—not that he would risk turning his head by telling him so. “If you were to examine him in English and French poetry,” he told Waterhouse, “I know not where you would find anybody his superior.” He had translated vast passages from Virgil, Tacitus, Horace, Tully. Peter Jay Munro had written to him repeating the commonplace opinion that Virgil’s Aeneid was much the superior work to Milton’s Paradise Lost, and John Quincy used a series of letters to argue him into the ground on the subject. Rather than simply excerpt passages and insist upon their excellence, which might only have demonstrated his partiality, he cited a staggering array of English authorities on the merits of Milton’s poem—Addison, Dryden, Hume, the poet Thomson, and even Samuel Johnson, notorious for having written of Paradise Lost that “no man would have wished it longer.” And he sagely added a bit of advice—“never to decide a thing in your own mind upon hearsay alone but to examine things yourself and judge for yourself.”


These, then, were the forces that shaped the life of this brilliant young cosmopolite. John Quincy Adams knew Europe and Europeans as few other Americans did, and perhaps none of his generation. He knew art, literature, theater, politics. He could comfortably converse with the most learned of men. He had sampled the pleasures—most of them—of European life. But he had also been trained from earliest childhood to believe that life was not about pleasure but about service and that it was the special destiny of an Adams to serve not just God, and not just the family, but the republic his father had helped usher into being. He had one foot in the European world that had nurtured him and another in the New England world to which he was returning. He wrote an epigram from Voltaire on the cover of his diary for 1785: “La molesse est douce, mais la suite est cruelle”—ease is delightful, but the consequence is cruel. The young man who swooned over Mrs. Siddons and traded jaded quips about dressmakers might well have become a dandy, but Adams’ foundations had been laid so solidly that no amount of frivolity could unsettle them.


For all that, he heaved a sigh of relief when he learned in April that his father was to be appointed minister to London, because of course he would have to stay. To return to America, to train for the law, would mean long years and donkey labor before he had distinguished himself. A new strain of self-reflection permeated his diary. Starting on his new life, he wrote, was “a prospect somewhat discouraging for a youth of my ambition; for I have ambition, though I hope its object is laudable.” On the other hand, what laudable ambitions could he satisfy in London or Paris? He could not give way to molesse. In the very same diary entry he wrote, “I am determined that so long as I am able to get my own living in an honourable manner, I will depend on no one.” Better to die than to live as a dependent. So he must return home, he must go to Harvard, he must study law, as his father wished. John Quincy Adams would not question the stars; he always accepted, perhaps all too readily, the tyranny of “must.” In mid-May he boarded a carriage for the Breton seaport of L’Orient, “with such feelings as no one that has not been separated from persons so dear can conceive.” Two weeks later, accompanying seven hunting dogs he was to deliver to George Washington as a gift from the Marquis de Lafayette, he set sail for New York.









CHAPTER 4


You Are Admitted, Adams


(1785–1788)


BETWEEN THE AGES OF TWELVE AND SEVENTEEN, JOHN QUINCY Adams had lived the life of a prince in a fairy tale. Now the romance had come to an end, and he had been deposited back home to live with his own people and to find his level among them. He was excited and frightened by the prospect in equal measure. He had brought with him from Europe a rather lofty idea of himself and his standing, but his self-image would take a battering in the new world of his peers. Adams would be a less self-confident man at twenty-two than he had been when he arrived in New York at eighteen.


The America to which Adams returned in the summer of 1785 was, of course, an independent nation; New York was the seat of its government. And the young man belonged to one of the first families of the new nation. On his second morning in town he breakfasted with Richard Henry Lee, the president of the Confederation Congress. Lee insisted that Adams stay at his home while the young man was in New York. He met with the Massachusetts delegation to Congress and dined with the Virginia delegation. John Adams had had to bull his way into the realm of public affairs by sheer force of talent and ambition; his son was welcomed there as by right. He would struggle against a status he felt he had not earned.


Adams had crossed the Atlantic with Jacques Le Ray de Chaumont, the son of his former host at the Hotel Valentinois in Passy, who was going to visit a family farm near Albany. Chaumont suggested they travel northward by horse rather than stage or ship. Adams thought this would be a fine way “to form some opinion of the country, and to make some acquaintance which may be of use hereafter.” He bought a horse, and the two young men set off for New England, speaking French. He was struck, as so many Europeans were, by the American character. Even fifty miles from New York he noticed “bluntness, and an assurance” he hadn’t found in the more aristocratic capital city. He was appalled by the provincialism of townsfolk who knew nothing of the world ten miles away, and was shocked to find a woman of low standing—a woman whose like no gentleman in Holland would consent to be seen with—in “the best Company in the city.” Young Adams was a parvenu in his own country.


John Quincy reached Boston on August 25 and then proceeded on to Braintree. Whatever doubts he still felt about the decision to leave Europe, he was overwhelmed with emotion at his return home after an absence of six years. He went first to the home of the Cranches: Abigail’s sister Mary; her husband, Richard; and their two daughters, Lucy and Betsy. They stared at one another, so overcome that at first none of them was able to speak. He stopped off at his parents’ home, now deserted. He couldn’t bear to stay or even to describe his feelings in his journal. Yet life had warped him out of the provincial orbit of Braintree. The Cranches were mightily impressed, and slightly terrified, by the world traveller in their midst. Mary wrote to Abigail to say, “he enters into characters with a penetration that astonishes me. If I had anything in my disposition that I wish’d to hide, I would not be acquainted with him. He is formed for a Statesman.” She could, she said, get nothing done when John Quincy was in the room, since she stared and stared, seeing first his mother, then his father, in his countenance.


The time had come for John Quincy to arrange his future. He rode back to Cambridge to meet with President Joseph Willard of Harvard and secure his enrollment. He had always been considered an exceptionally erudite young man, as indeed he was, but President Willard, a stickler’s stickler, found his Greek rather scanty—as in fact it was—and suggested he find a tutor and return in March to be examined for admission in the spring semester. From Harvard’s point of view, Adams was not ahead of his peers, as he had supposed, but behind them. This was a stinging blow to an ego that, until then, had received a good deal of gratification. It appeared that his merits were not quite so self-evident in America as they had been in Europe. The young scholar was sent to study under his other uncle, the Reverend John Shaw, in Haverhill. He traveled there, about forty miles to the north, the following week.


The Haverhill of 1785 was a much livelier place than Braintree, then little more than a crossroads with outlying farms. Haverhill was the county seat and commercial capital of Essex County, near the current border with New Hampshire. Situated on the Merrimack River, Haverhill was a mill town and manufacturing center, with a prosperous class of merchants who could afford to keep the Reverend Shaw in a fine parsonage house. At “Assembly” every two weeks the citizens would gather for talk and dancing, and young people could socialize at parties held at a rotating series of homes.


Before he left England, John Quincy had struck a bargain with Nabby that each would send the other letters with their doings, as well as their innermost thoughts. Whether because Nabby had no interest in his bookish flights or because he was quickening to life in his new setting, John Quincy wrote with little of the sententiousness that had given his missives from Europe such precocious gravity. He told his sister whom he had dined with, whom he had met, who was rumored to have a fancy for whom, who was getting married. Mostly he wrote about girls. Haverhill was filled with alluring young women. The boys and girls would go dancing and sleigh-riding—for now winter had arrived—and shyly show their poems to one another. Peggy White asked the young swain to write something in her “Poetry Book,” and he quickly produced a quatrain invoking the Muse “to sing your praises as the Poets use.”


At the same time, Adams really did buckle down. Until now, his haphazard studies had been left largely to his own taste and that of his tutors. But the habits his father had drilled into him had made hard work second nature, while his mother’s perpetual evangelizing on the virtues of self-mastery had made the young man proof against distraction—as least as proof as a young man could be.


The Shaws were delighted to have the young scholar board with them. Elizabeth raved about his modesty, his perfect manners, his genius, and his uncanny resemblance to his father. Elizabeth was not only a deeply reflective but also a very gentle soul, and she came to find her supremely worldly nephew rather intimidating: he appeared to harbor a dim view of almost everything and everyone. In a letter to Nabby, Elizabeth declared that John Quincy was “exceedingly severe upon the foibles of Mankind,” and particularly upon those he felt were “degrading, and debasing themselves beneath the Rank, which the God of Nature assigned them, in the Scale of Being.” Apparently the young man still had more of the European courtier in him than the American republican.


In a later letter to Abigail, as he was leaving for Harvard, Elizabeth sounded a note of grief at his departure, but added that the young man “was rather peculiar in some of his opinions, and a little to decisive, and tenacious of them.” This may have been a reference to an argument that broke out when he insisted to the Reverend Shaw, with an undergraduate’s scorn for pious convention, that “Self was the ultimate motive of all actions, good, bad, or indifferent.” Adams admitted in his diary that his vehemence “has made persons suppose that I was obstinate and dogmatickal.” He vowed to “think more upon the subject.” Over the years, he would think about this a great deal without becoming a jot less vehement.


There was more than a little bit of intellectual vanity in this insistence on arguing his elders into submission. And Adams had a temper: He could be cool and correct in his manners but passionate in dispute. His father was thought obstinate and pedantic, and in this, as in so much else, he was his father’s son. The young man had a lofty opinion not so much of himself as of the standards, moral and intellectual, to which people should be held, and he found much of the world wanting. And unlike his father, he was especially harsh on the female sex, whom he found, in general, silly and vain. Nabby felt that she had to rebuke him from London: “A Gentleman, who is very severe against the ladies, is also upon every principle very impolitick. His Character is soon established, for a Morose severe ill-natured fellow.” And she reminded him that young women were not to blame for their haphazard education. Adams knew that, but he couldn’t help comparing the educated and worldly young women he knew in Europe to the chatterboxes he met in Haverhill. A more playful man might have been more tolerant of frivolity, but Adams wasn’t very playful at heart. “Most of our damsels are like portraits in crayon,” he wrote in his diary, “which at a distance look well, but if you approach near them, are vile daubings.”


ON MARCH 15, 1786, JOHN QUINCY ADAMS SUBMITTED TO AN examination by President Willard and the rest of the Harvard faculty—four tutors, three professors, and the librarian. Adams was asked to construe three stanzas from Horace and a passage from the Iliad, then quizzed on the works of Locke, on Euclid, and on geography. President Willard asked him to translate several English sentences into Latin. The president then disappeared for fifteen minutes, returned and said, “You are admitted, Adams.” This was Adams’ first exposure to the bizarre rules the humorless Willard had imposed on the college. Undergraduates could be addressed only by their surname; the use of “Mister,” much less a given name, was a punishable infraction. So was walking in the yard with a hat, save in inclement weather. President Willard did agree to waive the young man’s tuition in recognition of his father’s public service (and perhaps also his scant income as a diplomat).


The Harvard of 1786 was not a terribly impressive place, at least compared to a great university like the one Adams had attended at Leyden. The only important scholar, John Winthrop, a professor of natural philosophy whom John Adams had greatly admired, had retired in 1779. The school was otherwise much as it had been in the elder Adams’ day, or indeed in 1720. Two buildings, Harvard Hall and Massachusetts Hall, fronted on the street. (The wall that now separates the campus from the town had not yet been built.) Two other buildings, Holden Chapel and Hollis Hall, sat farther back in the yard, which otherwise consisted of scattered trees and several rickety outbuildings. Each of the four classes had forty to fifty students. Undergraduates wore a uniform of blue-gray coat, waistcoat, and breeches. (Trousers of olive, black, or nankeen—a pale yellowish cloth—were also permitted.) Sophomores wore buttons on their cuffs, and freshmen did not. Students’ daily life was largely regulated by the tutors, most of them recent graduates of the college who had imbibed the spirit of contempt for the undergraduate from their own tutors. These martinets, as one historian later put it, “regarded the undergraduates as inmates in a reformatory.”


And yet within a few weeks Adams knew that he had been right to leave Europe for Harvard. The Cranches had helped him move a few sticks of furniture from Braintree to Cambridge; cousin Lucy had taken him shopping for a few additional items. Adams liked his roommate and their digs on the third floor of Hollis; he liked his classes, and he loved the fellowship of his classmates. The one thing this privileged young man had never had was peers. He was good at befriending strangers; he had been doing it for most of his life. Within a few weeks he was able to write to his father that he had gotten to know every one of his classmates and complained that the separation among the four classes was so rigid that he had found it almost impossible to meet students above or below him. (His father wrote back in his typical vein of arduous self-improvement: “Find out who are the best scholars and drop in upon them frankly. Observe what books lie upon their tables.”) He joined social clubs, including the A.B. Club, where he read essays, and Phi Beta Kappa, which at the time had an elaborate initiation rite and a secret handshake. Later he would join the Greek Club, the Music Sodality, and the Society, which held dances. He taught himself to play the flute.


No one in Adams’ class, and possibly no one in his generation, had been exposed to the great world of Europe as he had been. He had mingled with royalty, great thinkers, and beautiful women; he spoke perfect French. And his father was one of the nation’s most renowned figures. But Harvard didn’t care. Adams was not rich, and he did not carry a great name, like Hancock. He was very smart and very well-read, but so were several of his classmates. He was not a leader of his class; when it came time to elect a president and vice president, he was not chosen (though, to be fair, he was a newcomer). That was fine with him; he was seeking fellowship, not social distinction. He was a young man of average height, indifferent in his dress and grooming, sometimes overbearing in argument but otherwise even-tempered, serious in his conversation but alive to foibles and absurdities, a good listener who held his tongue more than was normal for a young man with a deep fund of conversation. He was happy just to be accepted as part of the group.


Adams spent his free time doing what students do—sitting around and talking. He deeply admired several of his classmates, liked most, and despised a few. He set himself the task of producing character sketches of them—all forty-six, produced in alphabetical order over a period of months, listing the birth date and home of each. Few of them escaped unscathed from Adams’ harsh judgment. Of James Sever, whose family, like Adams’, would later give its name to a Harvard building, he wrote, “His genius is very good, but he is devoid of all moral principles.”


Despite President Willard’s elaborate body of rules, the undergraduates embarked on regular rampages. The sophomore class was notoriously rowdy. A few days after Adams had settled in, a group of them got drunk and smashed the tutors’ windows. Harrison Gray Otis, a contemporary and long-time friend of Adams and of the Adams family, was then a senior and describes being constantly fined for disorderly behavior, including playing ball and drinking on the Sabbath. Adams was no prude, and he enjoyed the bottle as much as his friends did, but his ingrained respect for rules kept him to the straight and narrow. The only thing he appears ever to have been fined for was oversleeping and arriving late for six A.M. prayers. He was, on the other hand, exceptionally slovenly, even for a college student. At the end of his first semester, his aunts, uncles, and cousins paid him and Charles, then a freshman, a visit in their rooms. While Charles was quite neat, John Quincy was covered with “learned dirt,” as his cousin Betsy Cranch put it. They removed his filthy gown in favor of a clean one, and, Betsy reported to Abigail, “I took my Scissors and put his Nails into a decent form.”


The bulk of the day was taken up with public lectures and classes led by tutors, known as “recitations.” Then as now, students often did their homework secretly during lectures while the professor droned on. Adams attended lectures in Greek, in divinity, in Locke—his metaphysics rather than his politics—and in experimental philosophy. He was especially fascinated by this last class, which focused on optics, astronomy, and physics. Harvard had a modest assemblage of scientific instruments in the Philosophy Cabinet upstairs in Harvard Hall—along with collections of stuffed birds and preserved fish—and at times Mr. Williams, the professor of experimental philosophy, permitted his students to look through a microscope, or a camera obscura, causing a stampede of excitement.


The academic feature Adams most enjoyed was debate, known as forensics. The debates were often held in Holden Chapel, which could accommodate the whole undergraduate body of 160. It was the ideal training ground for a future legislator and public orator. If Adams took a part, he would copy his entire argument into his journal—the closest thing we have to his college papers. He took himself too seriously to relish arguing against his own convictions and was always relieved when he was assigned the side that coincided with his views. He was gratified to be given the affirmative on the question, “Whether the immortality of the human soul be probable from natural Reason.”


Adams’ argument is lucid and occasionally ingenious, if recognizably undergraduate. “Man,” he said, possesses a body as animals do and is thus susceptible to bodily ills, as animals are. Only his reason distinguishes him from the beasts. “It is therefore natural to conclude,” he asserted, “that the factor which we alone possess . . . is totally independent of the body. And if so, I know of no reason to suppose that it began with the body, or that it will end with it.” Adams had the intellectual honesty to pose a serious counter to his own claim. If, he posited, we suppose that reason is not an intrinsic human attribute but rather extends in an infinite gradation from Newton to insects, must we not grant an immortal soul to the beasts? It was, he conceded, hard to “distinguish aright.”


After a delightful spring semester, Adams returned to Braintree to spend the summer reading and tramping around the farm.


BY THE TIME JOHN QUINCY ADAMS HAD RETURNED HOME, THE common enemy that had united the colonies was long gone, and divisions of class and geography among Americans had begun, inevitably, to surface. The late summer and fall of 1786 proved to be a period of turmoil and social disorder, above all in New England. A serious recession led to both rising unemployment and a credit squeeze. Merchants who could no longer pay off their debts called in loans they had made, setting off a cascade of credit demands that ended with farmers who had financed purchases through debt. With commodity prices depressed, many farmers found themselves insolvent; creditors took them to court. Some farmers were thrown off their land; others were jailed. Farmers and artisans began to petition state legislatures to loosen credit by issuing paper money. Most states refused, and protestors, especially in Massachusetts, thronged around courthouses to prevent cases from going forward.


In late August, 1,500 farmers blocked the Court of Common Pleas in Northampton, and then moved on to Worcester, Taunton, Concord, and Great Barrington. In several cases, militia conscripts refused a direct order from Governor Nathaniel Bowdoin to disperse the protestors. The populist insurgency, know as Shays’ Rebellion, seemed to threaten the legitimacy of government itself, and turned even the most fiery revolutionaries into defenders of the established order. Samuel Adams, hero of the Boston Tea Party, helped sponsor the Riot Act, which authorized the suspension of habeas corpus.


Harvard knew very well where it stood in a battle between merchants and farmers with pitchforks. Harrison Gray Otis recruited a light infantry from among his friends to be put at the disposal of the governor. John Quincy Adams had no fortune to protect and no intention of joining a militia, but in this, the first serious political conflict of his adult life, he immediately arrayed himself with the forces of duly constituted order. He had no sympathy for the protestors’ complaints. “Citizens,” he wrote in his journal, “must look to themselves, their idleness, their dissipation and extravagance, for their grievances.”


To Adams, the Shaysites were not a democratic force but an insurrectionary one; unchecked, the protest would lead to anarchy and civil war. Order must be protected from popular passion. In a forensic over the question of equality, he took the view that the laws could offer no protection if every citizen felt free to change them. Government must be entrusted to those who understood best how to govern—a sentiment difficult to square with the American faith that all are created equal. “In arguing against equality,” he acknowledged, “I am combating against the sentiments of perhaps a large majority of the inhabitants of this Commonwealth.” But nature itself had created inequality among men, and it was not for anyone to seek to make it otherwise.


This conservatism, which feared the mob more than those who ruled them, was very much the Adams family credo. When the news of Shays’ Rebellion reached London, in November, Abigail wrote to say that “a popular Tyranny never fails to be followed by the arbitrary government of a Single person.” She reported that her husband was working on a new treatise on “the different forms of government, both ancient and modern.” This was to become A Defense of the Constitutions of Government of the United States of America, a massive tract that constituted Adams’ chief contribution to the debate over the organization of government in the new nation. Adams argued, then and later, that a republic could not preserve people’s liberties without a strong executive, independent from the legislature. “The people,” he wrote, “can be as tyrannical as any king.” In fact, he told Abigail, he would be perfectly happy to establish a constitutional monarchy, so long as it was constrained by the legislature and the judiciary. John Adams viewed the utopian optimism about the American people that resounded through the works of Thomas Paine—and Thomas Jefferson—as dangerous fantasy. Shays’ Rebellion turned what had been an abstract question of political philosophy into an urgent matter on which men took sides. And John Quincy Adams, an acorn from the family oak, could scarcely have differed from his father on this great question.


The rebellion burned through New England in the last months of 1786. The rioters organized into regiments, hoping to overthrow the state government. In late November, rumors spread through Harvard that 1,500 Shaysites had gathered four miles from Cambridge, prepared to march on the town. For months, Adams wrote, no one spoke of anything else: the American experiment in self-government seemed to be in danger of collapsing from within. In January the Shaysites launched an attack on the Springfield armory, only to be repulsed by cannon fire and grapeshot. Several weeks later, Governor Bowdoin was authorized to declare martial law and to wipe out the rebels. By June, the first domestic insurgency in American history had been crushed. And John Quincy Adams had come down forcefully on the side of the state’s right to enforce its authority—its legitimate authority—in the face of a popular uprising.


Adams had never been happier than he was at Harvard. He was no longer a hybrid creature, half-European, half-American. And he was staying in one place. For the first time, he had been able to make dear friends. He had been reunited with his brothers, Tom and Charles, and took very much to heart his parents’ admonitions that he watch over them. He sought to prepare Tom for Harvard with the same sentiments he had heard from his own father: “I could wish you to be upon good terms with all your classmates, but intimate with few, endeavour to have no Enemies, and you can have but few real friends.” Never permit popularity to overcome the dictates of your conscience, study six hours a day, and, all in all, ensure that “both your moral and your Literary character be set as an example for your own classmates, and the succeeding classes to imitate.” At age nineteen, this moralistic and unironic language came quite naturally to Adams.


As the spring semester wound to a close, and graduation loomed, Adams was assailed by fears about his future and gloom about his coming departure. “It is not without many melancholy reflections that I bid a last adieu to the walls of Harvard,” he wrote in his journal. “I have never once regretted but I have frequently rejoiced that I left Europe to pass a twelvemonth here.” Harvard, he wrote, “has been productive of good effects, particularly in reducing my opinion of myself.” He had entered Harvard as the Adams family prodigy and emerged as just another bright young man hoping to make his way in the world. He understood that life would not be easy. That, in fact, was what worried him and haunted his last days at school. He didn’t want to study law, but how else could he earn a living? There was no family business to enter and certainly no family fortune to batten upon. And his father had decreed that the Adams boys would be lawyers.


What, then, was next? Both the Reverend Shaw and Cotton Tufts, the family lawyer, suggested Adams read law under Theophilus Parsons, a scholarly attorney in the town of Newburyport who had served with John Adams in the convention that wrote the Massachusetts state constitution in 1780. In late June, it was agreed that Adams would spend the next two years of his life studying for the law with Parsons. It felt to the young man like a prison sentence. On July 11, his twenty-first birthday, he wrote, in a tone of self-flagellation that would become increasingly common, “I am good for nothing. Three long years I have yet to study in order to qualify for business, and then!—oh, and then, how many years am I to plod along mechanically, if I should live, before I shall really get into the world?” For Adams, as for so many recent graduates before and since, leaving college felt like being expelled from Eden.


The Harvard commencement of the day was an elaborate public ritual in which students were expected to demonstrate their mastery through performance, including orations in Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and English; forensics; and syllogisms, an exercise assigned to the academic also-rans. Adams’ graduating class had spent months deliberating on the all-important parceling out of these assignments. Adams had graduated second in the class; as one of the intellectual stars he was assigned to deliver an English oration. His topic would be “the necessity of public faith to the well-being of a community.” This was a distinction, and a performance, that mattered a great deal to him.


Commencement was held July 18. A procession formed up at eleven A.M. at the door of Harvard Hall. First came last year’s graduating class, then President Willard, then the Harvard Corporation, the Governor, and the Overseers, which then meant the Commonwealth legislature. The participants proceeded to the Cambridge meetinghouse, where they were met by a company of light horse. It was in Adams’ nature to overprepare; he had spent long hours honing his oration. His theme was the stark contrast between the “austere republican virtues” of the revolutionary generation and the “selfish and contracted principles” now in ascendancy. The fear of being corrupted by luxury—as, it was believed, England had been—was a common New England theme of the day. This was also the way older men talked about the younger generation, and young though he was, Adams was very much inclined to cry, “o tempora, o mores.”


Adams called for moral regeneration—“a rekindling of the patriotic spark.” He expressed sublime hopes for the nation’s future. This young man who had been raised on the heroic siege at Bunker Hill and the epic debate at the Continental Congress expressed a poignant sense of living in the aftermath of greatness. “Nature,” he told his classmates, “has not formed you, it is true, to tread the rugged path of an active life. But yours is the nobler influence of the mind. . . . When the warrior returns from the field of battle with the laurel in his hand, ’tis yours to twine it round his head.” This sounds very much like what today we would call “greatest generation syndrome.” For Adams, it was intensely personal. How could he ever live up to the glory of his own father, or of the likes of George Washington? Only through the nobler influence of the mind.


Adams worried that he would be outshone by his friend Nathaniel Freeman, who was delivering the other English oration. The family consensus—for of course the Shaws and the Cranches came to commencement and threw him a party afterwards—was that while Freeman was the more elegant and had the more musical voice, Adams had more of pith. Both his aunts were struck by how vividly, and transparently, Adams’ emotions expressed themselves on his face—a sign not of artfulness but of intensity of feeling. His address was deemed important enough to be reprinted in a leading Philadelphia newspaper. He was, he conceded, “complimented and flattered on every side.” It was a last burst of ego gratification before years of legal drudgery.









CHAPTER 5


Friend of the People


(1788–1794)


THE NEWBURYPORT TO WHICH JOHN QUINCY ADAMS TRANSPLANTED himself in early September of 1788 was a city of five thousand or so, a thriving port and manufacturing center located on the south bank of the Merrimack a few miles from the ocean. The city sloped steeply downward from the High Street to the river, where a great commercial armada of fishing smacks and whaling ships lay at anchor. Schooners from the world’s great port cities disgorged fine textiles and wine and gunpowder as well as sugar and molasses from the West Indies. The broad avenues running down from the High Street were lined with the fine homes, of brick as well as wood-frame, owned by the town’s shipbuilders and merchants. Newburyport was a provincial town but a busy and prosperous one, with a multitude of contract and other work for lawyers like Theophilus Parsons.


In his first months in town, John Quincy Adams barely had time to look up from the deadening mass of legal texts he was obliged to master—William Blackstone’s four-volume Commentaries surveying English law, Sir Edward Coke’s Institutes of the Laws of England, Sir Michael Foster’s Crown Law, and the like. Fortunately for Adams, Theophilus Parsons was an unusually erudite attorney, a serious dabbler in botany, chemistry, astronomy, and mathematics, as well as a master of the classics. He assigned his charges works of history and ethics in order to ward off the “universal skepticism” that comes of “defending indiscriminately the good and the bad.”


Most days, Adams would arrive at Parsons’ law office at nine, chat with his fellow law clerks, read until lunch time, and then read again until dark. At times this wearying round would be interrupted when Parsons would call the clerks together to discuss a case then in the courts. Parson was “himself a law library,” Adams wrote, with a genius for legal disputation. Adams’ happiest moments came when the clerks, some of them former Harvard classmates, sat up at night talking about history, poetry, religion, and politics. For a moment, he could imagine he was back at Hollis Hall. But then Blackstone would beckon once again.


Throughout this period, for reasons mysterious to himself, Adams was sinking into a very dark depression. He first recorded this affliction in December 1787, the very same night when he had stayed up with his friends talking about life. “I felt a depression of spirits to which I have hitherto been entirely a stranger,” he wrote. He lay awake for hours and then suffered from strange and troubling dreams. The experience may not, in fact, have been entirely novel, for several months later he would write to Billy Cranch that the feeling was “similar to what affected me about two years since.” Adams felt overcome with despair about his future; he saw nothing before him but an awful nullity. He filled his diary with his most abject thoughts and feelings. “If I continue this trifling away my time, I shall become an object of charity, if not of pity.” “Indolency I fear will be my ruin.” “I have no fortune to expect from any part, and the profession is so much crowded, that I have no prospect of securing myself by it for several years after I begin.”


Though John Adams, too, had suffered from what he called “the blue devils,” he had never been paralyzed as his son now was. A self-made man, John Adams had been the agent of his own success and the author of his own ambition. The situation with his son was almost the opposite. John Quincy had known since the earliest childhood that he had a destiny to fulfill. It was not for him to choose a path through life. And since he had been given everything he needed to succeed, failure would be unforgiveable. Worse still, should he fall short, he would be failing not himself, but his parents, his nation, his Christian obligations. Is it any wonder that, with youth and college behind him, and the future for which he had long been prepared before him, he gave way to despair? On the contrary: the wonder is that he didn’t buckle altogether beneath the weight of expectations. His brothers would do so, as would, in turn, his own sons. Unlike them, John Quincy was able to summon the will to become the person his parents had told him that he must be.


John and Abigail Adams had returned home after their years in England in June 1788. John Quincy had joyfully ridden to see them at their new house, known after its former owners as “the Vassall-Borland place,” about a mile and a half from the ancestral farm. He helped his parents unpack and then rode back to Newburyport. He returned home again in early September in order to deliver an address before the Phi Beta Kappa Society at Harvard, an early sign that he was being singled out for special distinction. These orations attracted the leading political and intellectual figures of the day. Governor John Hancock attended Adams’ talk, as did John and Abigail. His topic: the prospects before “a youth about to enter the scenes of active life.”


Adams never referred to his own prospects, but the address was transparently personal. The young man contemplating career shuttles between a “fantastic dream” of fame and glory and a nightmare of mediocrity. At times he will feel that the obstacles he faces are so intractable that he will be “almost ready to settle into a state of fallen despondency.” The prudent young man will therefore “circumscribe” his wishes “within rational bounds,” selecting one of the “intermediate stations” of law, medicine, trade, or ministry in which he can be useful to his fellow man. Perhaps Adams was rationalizing his growing fear that he would never achieve his father’s greatness. In his commencement address, after all, he had said that it was not for his generation to earn the laurels of heroism.


Yet there was, Adams went on, one exception to the middling destiny: “the walks of Literature & Science,” which offer the possibility of great achievement in the service of humane ends. Here, too, lay the opportunity for the rising generation to demonstrate its patriotism, for America’s modest attainments in these arts had led many mocking Europeans to “assign us a station among the inferior animals of creation.” How often the young Adams must have seethed at that condescension. But for an American of Adams’ day, scholarship was not a profession but an avocation. What’s more, Adams concluded, in an “infant country” such as the United States, men must enter the “active professions.” The life of the mind could serve only as a “secondary object”—a hobby. So it would remain for the rest of Adams’ life.


Adams returned to Newburyport, but his depression immediately rendered him unable to work or sleep. Desperate to recover his health, he went not to Braintree, but to Aunt Elizabeth Shaw in Haverhill. Elizabeth knew how this would look, and she wrote to Abigail to say that John Quincy hadn’t gone to Braintree only because “it was too far—& if he can get what he wants, (a little kind attention) nearer, it would not be worth his while.” But she added that the young man hadn’t been well since he left Braintree and asked, perhaps only half-jokingly, what Abigail had done to him. Elizabeth knew no more how to cure depression than her sister did—she gave him valerian tea and quinine—but Adams rallied. He overcame his insomnia and began to feel calmer. Elizabeth reported, “He thinks he is half Curred because he has got somebody to care for him.”


Perhaps Adams did go to Haverhill because it was closer. But he may have needed a place where he didn’t have to be John Quincy Adams, future leader of the Republic. Elizabeth Shaw doted on all of the Adams boys and admired John Quincy almost without reservation. When he had first arrived on her doorstep, in September 1785, Elizabeth had barely been able to contain her joy. In his looks, and even in his gestures, she said in a letter to Abigail, the boy reminded her of his father, before he “had assumed the Austerity, and dignity of the Statesman, and the Republican.” (Others noticed that he laid his head against his shoulder and closed one eye just as his father did.) John Quincy could talk to Aunt Elizabeth about anything—even about the girls he liked, a topic that came with solemn assurances that his experience of womanhood in Europe had taught him to curb his passions. Elizabeth believed that her talented nephew had worried himself sick. She wrote Abigail that he was “so avaritious in coveting the best Gifts” that he had injured his health through study. Lucy Cranch, John Quincy’s cousin, made the same observation in her own letter to Abigail: “He is determined to be great in every particular.” The ambition his parents had instilled in him was eating him up.


Adams returned to Newburyport in the fall of 1788 but found that he was no better. In mid-October, he wrote in his diary that “I think I am on a way to recover this evening”—and then he stopped writing anything at all. His journal, which he had kept with very few breaks from the age of twelve, does not pick up again for almost a year, though he did scribble one-line lists of his daily activities in an almanac. He wrote few letters. Perhaps he could find nothing to record that did not make him feel worse. He spent the first several months of this period back in Braintree. Only by late March, six months after he had first been felled by his disorder, did he feel that his health was sufficiently restored for him to return to his studies. Over time Adams’ most debilitating symptoms of depression would subside, while the self-accusation, the expectation of bad endings, would prove almost impervious to contrary experience. He would, after all, succeed greatly. But John Quincy Adams was not fashioned to be happy.


NEWBURYPORT WAS, IN FACT, AN EXCELLENT PLACE FOR THE HIGH-STRUNG Adams to spend his first years after college—small enough to offer him an enfolding community, big enough and wealthy enough to offer the social life he craved. In the spring of 1789, his spirits having lifted, Adams would amble up and down the High Street, where he and his fellow clerks were sure to meet the unmarried young ladies of town. Sometimes Adams would bring his flute, the better to serenade impressionable women. There were the usual dances and card games, and sleigh rides in the winter. Adams began writing little sketches of his favorites, though usually in the censorious mode that had drawn a rebuke from Nabby: “Miss Dublois is not wholly destitute of that vanity which is naturally a companion of beauty. She puckers her mouth a little, and contracts her eyelid a little, to look very pretty, and is not wholly unsuccessful.”


Adams began to fasten his attentions on one young lady in particular. The previous summer he had met the Frazier sisters and written, in his usual jeering style, “As they are handsome, I had rather look at them for five minutes, then be with them for five hours.” But the flippancy dropped away when he returned to Newburyport and fell very much in love with Mary Frazier, who was then fifteen. Mary was the daughter of Moses Frazier, a respected selectman in town; her cousin, Nathaniel, was one of Adams’ pals.
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