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TRULY THE MAN OF THE REVOLUTION
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Omissions are not accidents.


 — MARIANNE MOORE




SAMUEL ADAMS delivered what may count as the most remarkable second act in American life. It was all the more confounding after the first: he was a perfect failure until middle age. He found his footing at forty-one, when, over a dozen years, he proceeded to answer to Thomas Jefferson’s description of him as “truly the man of the Revolution.” With singular lucidity Adams plucked ideas from the air and pinned them to the page, layering in the moral dimensions, whipping up emotions, seizing and shaping the popular imagination. On a wet 1774 night when a group of Massachusetts farmers settled in a tavern before the fire and, pipes in hand, discussed what had driven Bostonians mad — reasoning that Parliament might soon begin to tax horses, cows, and sheep; wondering what additional affronts could come their way; and concluding that it was better to rebel sooner rather than later — it was because the long arm of Samuel Adams had reached them. He muscled words into deeds, effecting, with various partners, a revolution that culminated, in 1776, with the Declaration of Independence. It was a sideways, looping, secretive business. Adams steered New Englanders where he was certain they meant, or should mean, to head, occasionally even revealing the destination along the way. As a grandson acknowledged: “Shallow men called this cunning, and wise men wisdom.” The patron saint of late bloomers, Adams proved a political genius.


His second cousin John swore that Samuel was born to sever the cord between Great Britain and America. John also believed Samuel an original; he mystified even his peers. Committed, as he termed it, to “the cool voice of impartial reason,” Samuel Adams breathed fire when fire-breathing was in order. Serene, sunny, tender, he seemed instinctively to grasp what righteous anger could accomplish. From four feckless decades he emerged intensely disciplined, an indomitable master of public opinion — a term yet to be coined. In a colony from which, as a Crown officer observed, “all the smoke, flame, and lava” erupted, Adams seemed everywhere at once. If there was a subversive committee in Massachusetts, he sat on it. If there was a subversive act, he was somewhere near or behind it. “He eats little, drinks little, sleeps little, thinks much, and is most decisive and indefatigable in the pursuit of his objects,” noted a Philadelphia colleague, unhappily. His enemies, insisted Adams, came in handy: “Our friends are either blind to our faults or not faithful enough to tell us of them.” He knew that we are governed more by our feelings than by reason; with rigorous logic, he lunged at the emotions. He made a passion of decency. He was a prudent revolutionary. Among the last of his surviving words is a warning to Thomas Paine: “Happy is he who is cautious.”


Deeply idealistic — a moral people, Adams held, would elect moral leaders — he believed virtue the soul of democracy. To have a villainous ruler imposed on you was a misfortune. To elect him yourself was a disgrace. At the same time he was unremittingly pragmatic. Adams saw no reason why high-minded ideals should shy from underhanded tactics. Power worried him; no one ever believed he possessed too much of the stuff. His sympathies lay with the man in the street, to whom he believed government answered. A friend distilled his politics to two maxims: “Rulers should have little, the people much.” And privilege should make way for genius and industry. Railing against “the odious hereditary distinction of families,” Adams fretted about vanity, foppery, and “political idolatry.” He did his best to contain himself when John Hancock — who traveled with “the pomp and retinue of an Eastern prince” — appeared in a gold-trimmed, crimson-velvet waistcoat and an embroidered white vest. In 1794, Adams was inaugurated as governor of Massachusetts. To maintain ceremonial standards, a benefactor produced a carriage. Adams directed the coachman to drive his wife to the State House, to which he proceeded, at seventy-one, on foot.


On no count did he mystify more than in his disregard for money. “I glory in being what the world calls a poor man. If my mind has ever been tinctured with envy, the rich and the great have not been its objects,” he wrote his wife of sixteen years, who hardly needed a reminder. At a precarious point she supported the family. Having dissipated a fortune, having run a business into the ground, having contracted massive debts, Adams lived on air, or on what closer inspection revealed to be the charity of friends. A rarity in an industrious, hard-driving, aspirational town, he was the only member of his Harvard class to whom no profession could be ascribed. Certainly no one turned up at the Second Continental Congress as ill-dressed as Adams, who for some weeks wore the suit in which he dove into the woods near Lexington, hours before the battle. It was shabby to begin with. Alone among America’s founders, his is a riches-to-rags story.


There was an elemental purity about the man whom Crown officers believed the greatest incendiary in the king’s dominion. Puritan simplicity never lost its appeal. Afflictions invigorated. Adams handily beat Ben Franklin at Franklin’s thirteen-point project for arriving at moral perfection. On meeting Samuel Adams in the 1770s, a foreigner marveled: It was unusual, in life or on the stage, for anyone to conform so neatly to the role he played. Here was what a republican looked like. “A man wrapped up in his object,” Adams disappeared into the part, from which it is difficult to pry him, identical as he was to his ideals.


In July 1774, newly arrived in London and reeling still from seasickness, the royal governor of Massachusetts was whisked off for a private interview with George III. For two hours Thomas Hutchinson briefed his sovereign on American affairs. The king seemed as eager to show off his knowledge as to learn what was happening in the most unruly of his American colonies. He asked about Indian extinction and the composition of New England bread. He had heard of Samuel Adams but had not grasped that he was the cause of so many royal headaches. Hutchinson revealed that Adams was “a great man of the party.” What gave him his influence? inquired the king. “A great pretended zeal for liberty, and a most inflexible natural temper,” explained Hutchinson, adding that Adams had been the first to advocate for American independence. Making the same point differently, Thomas Jefferson called Adams “the earliest, most active, and persevering man of the Revolution.” For many years it was possible to assert that he ranked with, if not above, George Washington. His fame spread alongside New England obstreperousness, which he hoped to make contagious. “Very few have fortitude enough,” he wrote, neatly summarizing his life’s work, “to tell a tyrant they are determined to be free.” Various patriots made their mark as the Samuel Adams of North Carolina, the Samuel Adams of Rhode Island, or the Samuel Adams of Georgia. “The character of your Mr. Samuel Adams runs very high here. I find many who consider him the first politician in the world,” reported a Bostonian from 1774 London. John Adams met with a hero’s welcome when he arrived in France four years later to solicit funds for the war. He hurried to clarify: He was not the renowned Mr. Adams. That was another gentleman. (No one believed him.) “Without the character of Samuel Adams,” declared John, “the true history of the American Revolution can never be written.”


And yet it was, for various reasons. Adams engaged in a delicate, dangerous business. As the font of “thoughts which breathe, and words which burn,” he was in the eyes of the British administration for years a near-outlaw, ultimately an actual outlaw. Had events turned out differently he would have been first to the gallows. Much of his work depended on plausible deniability; he covered tracks and erased fingerprints. He made no copies of his letters. (One example: Adams and Paul Revere must have been in frequent touch. Two notes between them survive.) John Adams watched helplessly in 1770s Philadelphia as his cousin fed whole handfuls of papers to the fire in his room. Was he perhaps overreacting? asked John. “Whatever becomes of me,” Samuel explained, “my friends shall never suffer by my negligence.” In the summer he had no fire; with scissors, he cut bundles of letters to shreds and scattered the confetti from the window, sparing his associates if stopping the biographer’s heart. A portion of what he did not manage to destroy met with some shameful mistreatment, of which we have only hints.1 Even a complete record would neither adequately answer the king’s question nor illuminate Adams’s tactics. He operated by stealth, melting into committees and crowd actions, pseudonyms and smoky back rooms. “There ought to be a memorial to Samuel Adams in the CIA,” quips a modern historian, dubbing him America’s first covert agent. We are left to read him in the twisted arm, the borrowed set of talking points, the indignation of America’s enemies. We know more about him from his apoplectic adversaries than from his friends, sworn to secrecy.


Unlike his contemporaries, Adams did not preen for posterity. He wrote no memoir, resisting even calls to assemble his political writings. He consigned the history to others, with predictable results, the more so as his ideas diverged from those of post-Revolutionary America, leaving him intellectually homeless. Sometimes history blossoms after the fact — where a Massachusetts boulder or a Virginia cherry tree might suddenly insert itself into the record — and sometimes it evaporates. Adams escaped the golden haze that settled around his fellow founders, as if it were too extravagant for him. He hailed from the messy, anarchic, provocative years. It would not help that he would be confused with John, who collected his letters, wrote prolifically for the record, and, since adolescence, had rehearsed for greatness.2


Adams was rare for his ability to keep a secret, any number of which he took to the grave, including the backstory of the Boston Tea Party, which he knew as well as anyone. (Dryly he noted that some individuals enjoyed every political gift except that of discretion.) He freely discussed his limitations, reminding friends that he understood nothing of military matters, commerce, or ceremony, though Congress charged him, at various times, with all three. Most of America’s founders became giants after independence. Adams began to shrink. A cloud of notoriety survives him; the fame does not. He would be minimized in any number of ways. He was called many names in his life but one thing he was never called was “Sam.” He is the sole signer of the Declaration of Independence to come down to us as an incendiary, and a beer.
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A PHILADELPHIA MERCHANT who would soon sign the Declaration of Independence raved of Adams: “All good Americans should erect a statue to him in their hearts.” Two generations later, John Trumbull exhibited his massive painting of the Declaration in Boston. Thousands flocked to Faneuil Hall, crowding close to the canvas. Trumbull had aimed for “absolute authenticity” but the sublime depiction left some heads spinning. Where was Samuel Adams, who had played the central role in this illustrious history? Barely discernible in the crowd, he was upstaged by Elbridge Gerry, blotted out by Richard Henry Lee, “pilloried in a manner between the shoulders of the two gentlemen beside him.” He seemed literally to have fallen out of the picture.3 Reactions divided along party lines. Old Whigs fumed to see “their Moses thrust almost out of sight.” One suggested that Trumbull rework the painting. The character of Samuel Adams must be restored; it was unfair for laurels to be “stripped from his brows to decorate the heads of those who by his labors have glittered in the sunshine of popular applause.” Tories countered that Adams preferred the background. Trumbull had treated him as Adams treated himself. Others sputtered at the mere mention of his name.


He would make nearly as much trouble for historians as he did for the British. His biographers have turned him into a neurotic, a Socialist, a mobster. One profile consists solely of blistering contempt. Another whitewashes him to the point of anemia. Even when historians acknowledge his influence he disappears between the lines. Garry Wills identified Adams as the most influential member of the first two Continental Congresses. “Probably no American did more than Samuel Adams to bring on the revolutionary crisis,” contended Edmund Morgan. “No one took republican values as seriously as Adams did,” writes Gordon Wood. He was “the premier leader of the revolutionary movement,” “as astute a politician as ever America has produced.” All echo Thomas Hutchinson in their outsized claims — “the whole continent is ensnared by that Machiavelli of chaos,” groaned the royal governor — but the superlatives then slink off, headlines without articles, as if fearing the envy of John, the disapproval of Samuel, or the need to dislodge a man from behind over thirty pseudonyms. When he does not get enough credit, he gets too much. He single-handedly directed the Stamp Act riots and the Boston Tea Party in some accounts, the battle of Lexington in others.


Before his first inaugural address, Thomas Jefferson asked himself: “Is this exactly in the spirit of the patriarch of liberty, Samuel Adams?” Would he approve of it? To understand why the new president hoped to channel Adams’s spirit is to discover not only where a daring revolutionary came from but where a revolution did. His curious career explains how the American colonies lurched from “spotlessly loyal” to “stark, staring mad” in fifteen dizzying years, how a group of drenched, pipe-smoking Massachusetts farmers, fifty miles from Boston and thousands from London, might reason that they should act sooner rather than later if they did not care to be “finessed out of their liberties.” Adams introduced them into the political system, persuading them their liberties were worth the risk of their lives. To lose sight of him is to lose sight of a man who calculated what would be required to upend an empire and who — radicalizing men, women, and children, with boycotts and pickets, street theater, invented traditions, a news service, a bit of character assassination, and any number of innovative, extralegal institutions — led American history’s seminal campaign of civil resistance.


Adams banked on the sage deliberations of a band of hard-working farmers reasoning their way toward rebellion. That was how democracy worked. He dreaded disunity. “Neither religion nor liberty can long subsist in the tumult of altercation, and amidst the noise and violence of faction,” he warned. There was nothing feigned about his zeal for liberty, “the best cause,” he assured his wife, “that virtuous men contend for.” In his case it was bred deep in the Calvinist bone. Adams could not live in the house with a slave and arranged for the one who arrived on his doorstep to be freed. He refused to believe that prejudice and private interest would ultimately trample knowledge and benevolence. Self-government was in his view inseparable from governing the self; it demanded a certain asceticism. He wrote anthem after anthem to the qualities he believed essential to a republic — austerity, integrity, selfless public service — qualities that would become more military than civilian. The contest was never for him less than a spiritual struggle. It is impossible with Adams to determine where piety ended and politics began; the watermark of Puritanism shines through everything he wrote.4 Faith was there from the start, as was the scrappy, iconoclastic spirit, as were the daring, disruptive excursions beyond the law.


Much of the maneuvering Adams kept out of sight while practicing it in plain view. He bobs and weaves, vanishing around corners and behind Richard Henry Lee — who also believed him to be the author of the Revolution. At times Adams amounts to little more than a flicker and dash, a vapor trail. Even in his letters he seems to have one foot out the door. The clock strikes midnight; he cannot linger; he hates to leave us hanging (or so he says). He will tell us more next time. He is forever slipping from grasp, as a rider galloping from Boston late on a warm spring night is about to urge him to do again, as swiftly as possible, as if the future depended on it.


Footnotes


1 “I would mention here or elsewhere Mr. Farley’s discovery of the papers behind the wainscot,” noted Adams’s grandson, sounding like Agatha Christie. There are various allusions to letters having been lost, suppressed, or sanitized — their radicalism extracted — for posterity.


2 A Philadelphia package destined for Mrs. John Adams might be delivered in error to Mrs. Samuel Adams, leaving the first, on an afternoon visit, to envy a gift that was rightfully hers.


3 There were any number of reasons to cry foul. Fifty-six men had signed the Declaration. Forty-seven figured in the painting. Trumbull omitted individuals who had signed the document and included those who had not, two of whom had violently argued against it. When in 1818 the painting was exhibited in Carpenter’s Hall, on its way to Washington, where it hangs today in the Capitol, it did not match the room it was meant to depict. Nor does the likeness of Adams, although Trumbull painted him from the flesh. Already the Revolution had come a long way since 1776.


4 To some religion seemed a stalking horse. “Scripture is brought in to cover treason and murder,” howled a Boston customs officer in 1770.
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A VOICE IN THE DARKNESS, A KNOCK AT THE DOOR
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Everything in American affairs happens contrary to probability.


 — THOMAS HUTCHINSON, 1779




A GLIMMER, a gleam, the hurry of hoofs: a sturdy, square-jawed man speeds through the night, with an urgent message, on a borrowed horse. His topcoat flaps behind him. A bright moon hangs overhead. Within days he will know he has participated in some kind of history, though he will hesitate to attach his name to it for decades and is never to know that his own account will be obliterated — the adrenaline alone enduring — by verse, leaving him trapped in tetrameter, a mythic figure, eternally jouncing his way toward Lexington.


It is just after midnight. Despite a near-encounter with a pair of British officers, Paul Revere has made excellent time. Only two hours earlier he had rushed through town to the home of the last remaining patriot leader in occupied Boston. On previous occasions Revere had stood at hand while Dr. Joseph Warren wrote out secret messages for him to carry; already in advance of this evening, Revere has devised a system. Friends await him on the north side of town, where they have hidden a boat in which to row him to Charlestown. From there, he will ride twelve miles west. He knows he has minutes before British regulars lock down Boston. He knows, too, that Warren has dispatched an earlier rider, by a longer route, with a similar message. Both speed toward Samuel Adams and John Hancock, in Lexington. What the newspapers would later term Revere’s “secret and speedy intelligence” was simple: British regiments are on the move. Adams and Hancock are their quarry. Revere gallops off to warn of imminent arrest if not outright assassination.


Minutes after he has pulled on his riding boots, British officers circulate through fetid Boston barracks to lay hands on sleeping backs, whispering to their men, in the gentlest of military awakenings. It is time to march, unwelcome news at 10:30 p.m., “a soldier’s hour to be in bed,” as one light infantryman later put it. Furtively the men file from their barracks, through rear doors, in small parties. They dodge their own sentries; in silence they pick their way through the late-night streets. The dog who opts to announce them meets with a bayonet. Regimental officers are not privy to their destination; their men know less about their expedition than does Revere. By the time some eight hundred British regulars finally assemble in east Cambridge, soaked to the waist after a long trudge through freezing marsh, stalled as they wait for the supplies that should have preceded them, word of their clandestine sortie has already reached Lexington.


Adams and Hancock had retired for the night when Revere galloped into town, which was not to say that either the messenger or his message was entirely unexpected. Two days earlier Revere had made the same ride, in daylight and at a more relaxed pace, to confer with the patriot leaders. Both had recently fled Boston, where they no longer felt safe. Adams had made a hasty exit with only the clothes on his back. Even he judged them threadbare. He fled as well without his papers, destroyed later by a fast-thinking friend. Having attended the last session of a provincial congress that Saturday, Adams and Hancock were poised to ride to Philadelphia for a more momentous gathering. The two lodged temporarily in the comfortable, clapboard Lexington parsonage, guests of the Reverend Jonas Clarke, a gregarious man, a Hancock relative, and a firm friend of American liberty. The Bostonians shared a wallpapered room on the ground floor. Hancock’s fiancée lodged above.


On the earlier visit Revere would have revealed what many in Boston had noticed: the regulars had hauled their longboats out of the harbor. General Thomas Gage had relieved his elite troops, his prized grenadiers and light infantry, from duty, ostensibly for training. The feint fooled no one. Twice already Gage’s men had ventured into the Massachusetts countryside to confiscate munitions. Twice already the countryside had known to expect them. British itineraries had surely been evaluated that Sunday at the Lexington parsonage, along with precautions. Adams had neither respect nor sympathy for Gage, whom he considered “void of a spark of humanity.” It was on the return from that ride that Revere had arranged for signals from the North Church steeple; a single lantern would indicate that the British intended to march by land. Two lights would indicate that they proceeded by boat. It was imperative that word reach the countryside even if a messenger could not; all depended on provincial readiness. We cannot control events, Samuel Adams liked to say. The trick, he revealed that summer, “is to foresee as far as we are able, prepare for, and improve them.”


He could not have been surprised to learn that friends believed him the object of Gage’s expedition. He had made himself more obnoxious to the colonial authorities than any man in British North America. For the same reason, advertisements ran that spring for poster-sized portraits of him. For half a dollar — well below the price of a primitive brand of toothpaste — one could acquire a fine mezzotint likeness, printed in Rhode Island, of “that truly worthy patriot, S. A.” (The printer anticipated robust sales.) Panegyrics circulated, lauding Adams’s genius and predicting immortal fame. What qualified from one vantage point as sterling patriotism appeared from another as bare-faced treason. For the better part of a decade, Adams had, as General Gage saw it, churned irritations into insults, poisoning the minds of Americans, ripening them for insurrection. “I doubt whether there is a greater incendiary in the King’s dominions,” sputtered Thomas Hutchinson, the previous royal governor, whom Adams had done all in his power to sabotage; whom Gage had arrived, with four regiments, to replace; and who could never sufficiently excoriate “the black art of Adams.”


Color rushed to the Tory face at the mention of Adams’s name. So “thorough a Machiavellian,” he would stop at nothing to accomplish his ends — assumed, despite his early disavowals, to be American independence. He employed every dirty trick along the way, including, one Crown officer fumed, “such arts as an oyster wench disdains to lower her reputation to.” From the imperial descriptions, Adams can sound like Marx, Lenin, and Robespierre rolled into one. Over and over he had sent British legal authorities scrambling to review case law on treason. He distinguished himself as the most wanted man in the colonies; peace could not be restored in America until someone made an example of him. When a Tory sympathizer threw an anonymous letter into an encampment of the Boston troops, he offered up a roster of those who had instigated the Massachusetts madness. Were rebellion to break out, they should be executed. Adams topped his helpful list. Already Gage had attempted by other means to eliminate the problem that was Samuel Adams. He had sent a British colonel to call on Adams, at home. The two were acquainted: the officer asked if he might speak in confidence and without interruption. Adams’s conduct left him vulnerable to a treason conviction. Might he rethink his stance? He could both make peace with his king and expect a handsome reward. Adams listened in silence to the elegantly packaged bribe. He rose when the colonel had finished. “Tell Governor Gage,” he glowered, “it is the advice of Samuel Adams to him no longer to insult the feelings of an exasperated people.”


Second only to Adams’s talent for persecuting royal governors was his equanimity. He read plenty of cheerful doggerel about his hanging. Oaths and insults were hurled steadily in his direction, as in that of his associates. A friend might be greeted with: “You are an incendiary, and I hope to see you hanged yet in your shoes.” Dr. Warren, Adams’s closest confidant, had been informed that he was headed soon for the gallows. Printer friends were threatened with tar and feathers. John Hancock was physically assaulted. British officers jeered that his magnificent Beacon Hill mansion would soon be theirs. That spring Adams heard from another Samuel Adams, on Cape Cod. He was honored “to share the name of a great patriot,” though it exposed him to a fair amount of abuse. Adams seemed only invigorated by rumored plans to seize the prominent troublemakers — the colonists were not yet rebels, still peasants, ragamuffins, “mad fanatics,” or “low dirty rascals” — and transport them, in chains, to Great Britain.


With the arrival of General Gage in June of 1774, the situation deteriorated. Friends admonished Adams. Why had he no nighttime security at his doors and windows? Was he fully alert to traitors and informers? Had he forgotten the Ides of March? With difficulty they convinced him to stay home: twelve days after a large quantity of tea plunged into Boston Harbor, he was blocked — or as he saw it, forbidden — from attending a party to which he had looked forward. Weeks before Revere hastily borrowed his Cambridge horse, Adams had faced down a British officer who challenged him to a duel. Colleagues agonized when he failed to materialize on time. One engaged in a bit of gallows humor. “I hear nothing from you of late,” he complained in January, “more than I should if you was apprehended, transported, tried, and executed.” Even his most unflappable friends — and Samuel Adams had many friends — cowered a little. One had it on reliable Tory authority that Adams was to be arrested before he could make his way to Philadelphia for the Continental Congress, scheduled to begin on May 10.


Meanwhile his enemies snickered. Samuel Adams quaked, they taunted, at the sight of hemp. Indeed, Adams trembled often, on account of a mild palsy that intensified over the next years, and with apprehension for the fate of the American colonies, oppressed and insulted by the mother country. But nowhere does the record convey a syllable of fear. He nonetheless took a few precautions. He desisted from signing his letters. He began to carry a pistol wherever he went. He removed most of his family from Boston. By April 18, 1775, the majority of his associates had slipped out of town as well, some in disguise; others with bare possessions; one by water, at midnight, with his printing press. Still Adams remained unintimidated. Crown officials in Massachusetts attempted all in their power to overawe, “endeavoring,” Adams wrote, “to terrify the people with strange ideas of treason and rebellion.” They labored in vain. And they had their terms backwards. The right-minded were those who insisted on colonial liberties. Treason, he held, consisted of the failure to defend those liberties.


Adams had an additional reason for equanimity. Revere belonged to a Boston surveillance team that scrutinized every military move. Its thirty members patrolled the streets nightly, swearing on a Bible to confide their observations largely to Warren, Adams, and Hancock. Even Gage was impressed by the results. “The people get very early and good intelligence,” the British commander in chief alerted London. Everyone seemed to know his instructions before he did. He had been mystified by the mad exodus of rabble-rousers. His orders to arrest them arrived only on April 14, by which time, regretted Gage, “They had received notice of their danger, and were fled.” He too had his spies, but the advantage went handily to the provincials. It was an odd thing about Boston, Crown officials observed. A confidential, early-morning insinuation could blossom into common knowledge by evening. Yet when 342 crates of tea immersed themselves in water, no one had seen a thing. Military stores tended to vanish hours before Gage arrived to confiscate them. Cannon burrowed their way under piles of coal or loads of manure. Powder kegs secreted themselves under beds. As soon as red-coated backs turned, the woman who appeared to be brewing tea well after midnight picked up where she had left off, melting pewterware into bullets.


As royal governor and military commander, Gage’s task was to subdue an obstreperous community that he believed should have been subdued long before. It was an unenviable assignment. Gage was simultaneously to “quiet the minds of the people,” to close Boston’s port, and to prosecute the leading radicals. For weeks he had attempted subtly to make his presence felt outside Boston; he hoped he might encourage the countryside to relax its guard. He needed to exercise his men, moldering in town. In February he had dispatched two officers, disguised as surveyors, to reconnoiter eastern Massachusetts. Red bandanas around their necks, sketchbooks in hand, they managed to observe a militia exercise. Even the waitress in a local inn penetrated their disguise, however. The only people the officers seemed to fool were Gage and his aide-de-camp, who failed to recognize them on their return. The sorties effectively trained no one better than the Massachusetts farmers, now “eagle-eyed and alert,” as the faux surveyors reported. From his spies Gage learned of secret stockpiles of munitions. He also heard, on March 26, of something Adams already knew. Believing itself in Gage’s sights, the town of Concord had carted off cannons and barrels of flour. It buried its musket balls.


Early in the evening of April 18, a group of some eight British army officers had been spotted milling about near Lexington. A gust of wind revealed pistols under their heavy blue overcoats. British officers did not saunter about the New England countryside, armed, after sundown, without reason. Given the frequent threats, the immediate assumption was of “some evil design” against Adams and Hancock. The local militia sergeant assigned a ten- or twelve-man guard to the Clarke parsonage. If Dr. Warren’s informer and most of the Massachusetts countryside that evening believed Gage poised to apprehend Adams and Hancock, there was additional cause for suspicion: his orders were to do precisely that. London had long believed colonial unrest a localized affair. The American contest could be reduced to a few malcontents on the one side “and the whole people of England on the other.” Gage’s instructions were explicit. “The first and essential step,” Lord Dartmouth, secretary of state for the colonies, enjoined him, was “to arrest and imprison the principal actors and abettors.” Adams’s name figured first on that list as well. The order would recur in every communication from Dartmouth, who made no mention of rounding up military stores, at least until a dispatch that reached Gage long after April 1775. The sole question seemed to be whether, once captured, Adams and Hancock should be transported to London for trial or hanged in Boston.


Few understood Gage’s hesitation. Why, vented one of his officers in February, had they not already seized the “impudent rascals”? It could easily be done. It begged to be done. A lieutenant colonel dropped hint after hint. It was time to pursue harsher measures, in particular “against that most artful clever fellow Adams, who has nothing to lose.” Another fulminated that he hoped before long to see Hancock, Warren, and Adams strung up “by the hands of the hangman.” Standing them before firing squads — or suspending them from trees — was the only corrective now. If a respectable force could be assembled, the most subversive individuals seized and the rest pardoned, colonial order could surely be restored, the sovereignty of Parliament upheld.


By 1775 the reality was very different. To apprehend the popular leaders was by spring to trigger hostilities, something Gage intended at all costs to avoid, in part because he was not actually void of humanity, in part because he was woefully outnumbered. An arrest would prove Great Britain the aggressor and make martyrs of the colonists. The optics mattered, as Adams understood better than anyone. “I would wish,” he asserted, “to have all the impartial and reasonable world on our side.” Specific though they were, Gage’s orders also came with a caveat. The Massachusetts ringleaders had subverted a government. But Gage was to arrest only if he could secure a prosecution. There was no reason to disgrace the king or invigorate the opposition.


If Adams managed any sleep at all on the evening of April 18 — if Revere actually woke him when finally he galloped, splattered with mud and spewing adrenaline, into Lexington — it was in part for that reason. It was too late for Gage to attempt arrests. As he glumly conceded, Adams and his accomplices trusted in their immunity. They scoffed at deportation threats. They made it their business to menace, provoke, and wear him down. Gage explained to Lord Dartmouth that his hands were tied. Should he arrest Adams, “that would be the last letter they would ever receive from him, for he should be knocked on the head.”


Adams enjoyed one additional comfort. Over and over he had demonstrated an uncanny ability not only to second-guess Gage but to anticipate events. History is that thing that, in hindsight, one always saw coming; a few seem able to glimpse it before it has settled on its destination. Among Adams’s shrewd predictions was how critical the man with whom he shared a Lexington bedroom would prove to America’s cause. Their wainscotted parlor was familiar to Hancock; orphaned young, he had spent his early years in the Clarke parsonage, built for his grandfather, the previous town minister. Hancock had moved to Boston at seven when adopted by an uncle, whose fortune he inherited, making him, at twenty-seven, one of the richest men in New England. He took to gold waistcoats and lilac suits. He traveled with liveried servants. Even in the estimation of an indulgent biographer, Hancock presented, in eighteenth-century Boston, as “a foppish pseudo-aristocrat.” It was Adams who recruited him, correctly surmising that Hancock would revel in glory as he did in frivolity, proving an essential ally and opening his coffers. It was Adams who consoled the thin-skinned Hancock when a wayward comment left him bruised; Adams who coaxed Hancock back when he attempted to sulk off; and Adams who propelled Hancock into the spotlight, his preferred address.


How much of a coup Adams had scored could be read in the indignation of Boston’s Tories. They compared his seduction of the rich young merchant to the devil’s seduction of Eve. With an ambition disproportionate to his aptitude, Hancock had proved easy prey. Occasionally he managed to liberate himself, but then Adams, “like the cuttlefish, would discharge his muddy liquid,” disorienting Hancock all over again. Events would prove that Hancock could indeed be coaxed in any direction. Already bribes had been distributed to poison the friendship, which lurched along uneasily, over slights and recriminations, by way of pauses and lapses, and — much later — past a bitter, thirteen-year hiatus, when the two men could not bring themselves even to be cordial in public.


In New England it had been clear for months that the time for reconciliation between the mother country and North America had passed. Goodwill had evaporated, outrage congealed. Massachusetts had endured what it believed was a decade of affronts. The two sides glowered at each other, incomprehension heaped upon incivility. British regulars could barely contain their disdain for the ragtag colonists. “Such a parcel of poor mad Quixotes were surely never scraped together since the time of the Crusades,” one sneered. The redcoats came in for similar treatment. One newspaper contributor reduced the regulars to “mercenary, hackneyed, tattered regiments patched up by the most abandoned and debauched of mankind, the scum of the nation, the dregs of Irish and Scottish desperadoes.” On the other hand, posturing went a long way. As late as March 1775, outright confrontation struck most as unthinkable. Which left Gage and the patriot leaders at a standoff, refusing to relinquish ground while sidestepping any measure that might detonate a crisis. As Thomas Hutchinson wrote in London, days before Revere flew to Lexington: “I cannot yet believe Mr. Adams will be able to persuade our people to so irrational a step as to form themselves into a body to oppose the King’s troops.”


Here it became difficult to pry eerie prophecy from artful planning. “One cannot foresee events,” Adams had written an intimate in November 1773, “but from all the observation I am able to make, my next letter will not be upon a trifling subject.” Within weeks, a smile playing on his words, he submitted a remarkable report: in under four hours, 342 chests of tea had slipped into Boston Harbor. For at least a decade, whenever the British used the loaded word “preconcerted” in connection with American affairs, fingers pointed directly at Adams. In March he warned that the people of Massachusetts restrained their acrimony yet would not hesitate to restrain tyranny. Should Gage march into the countryside, his men could expect a warm welcome. “Are your letters, my friend, designedly oracular?” an associate asked. Times being what they were, he turned out to be a British spy.
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PAUL REVERE CLATTERED up to the parsonage around 12:30 a.m. He had not yet attained legendary status; the guards around the house barred his way. Might their muddy visitor create a bit less commotion? The reverend, his wife, eight of their ten children, Adams, Hancock, Hancock’s fiancée, and his elderly aunt had retired for the night. They were trying to sleep. A bluff man cradling a time bomb, Revere was not easily deterred. “Noise! You’ll have noise enough before long,” he reportedly huffed, adding, “The regulars are coming out,” the closest he came to announcing that the British were coming. The Lexington guard relented; Revere banged on the parsonage door. From an upstairs window Reverend Clarke called down. Who was this late-night caller? Without identifying himself, Revere asked for Hancock. Clarke was some way into a speech about preferring not to receive strangers in the middle of the night when Adams and Hancock appeared at their downstairs window. “That is Revere; you need not be afraid of him,” Hancock assured their host. Clarke descended his handsomely carved staircase to greet Revere, who, after delivering his message, presumably to a household in nightclothes, asked if they had heard from Warren’s earlier messenger. Though he had a two-hour lead, he had not yet been seen. Revere feared that William Dawes — intrepid enough to have recently smuggled two cannon from Boston — had also met with, but not managed to outride, a British patrol.


Dawes materialized a half hour later, when refreshments appeared. The men then walked to the nearby tavern to concert a plan of action. If indeed Gage had dispatched several hundred soldiers, he did not intend merely to arrest Hancock and Adams. There was some discussion with the town militia, immediately on guard, though the regulars were at that moment still shivering, soaked and miserable, in the briny Cambridge cold, their officers arranging them into formation by company and seniority. At least on paper, Gage ordered his men to destroy the Concord munitions, something London had not yet mentioned. Emphatic and specific, the most recent instructions he had received also carried a note of reproach. The king’s patience was exhausted. Even if Gage could not prosecute the troublemakers, they would stir up less mischief from prison. He was to proceed immediately, taking every precaution to keep his mission secret. “You can hardly fail,” the British secretary of state assured him, “and you should be able to accomplish this without bloodshed.” Lord Dartmouth did not address the question of what Gage might do were he to encounter armed resistance.


Of the commotion at the parsonage we have only a later account; we can be more certain of the degree to which Revere set eastern Massachusetts in motion. He made it his business to rouse household after household between Boston and Lexington. Church bells tolled across the countryside in his wake. Shortly after leaving the parsonage, midway between Lexington and Concord, Revere, Dawes, and their companions rode into an ambush. “God damn you! Stop! If you go an inch further you are a dead man,” shouted a British officer, maneuvering the riders into a pasture. Revere attempted to escape into a nearby wood; from it emerged six additional officers, pistols pointed at his chest. One seized his bridle. Another asked his name. The answer caused much consternation. Unlike the Lexington militia, the British officers knew precisely who Paul Revere was. The appearance in Lexington of the best patriot messenger confirmed that Adams and Hancock were in the vicinity. It also suggested that someone was expecting them.


The officers peppered Revere with questions: What time had he left Boston? Where exactly were Adams and Hancock? Between questions his captors discharged insults, which made it difficult for cool-headed Revere to resist informing them that their troops sat stalled in Cambridge. He had guessed their mission. They would not succeed. He attempted too a marvelous bluff: he had alarmed every household in the country. The regulars should expect five hundred Americans to descend upon them any moment. Taken aback, the ranking officer rode off to confer with his commander, who galloped down to examine the prisoner himself. Clapping a pistol to Revere’s head, the major announced that he was going to pose a few questions. Revere replied that he did not need to be threatened to speak the truth. Ordered to dismount, he was frisked. He carried no gun.


More specific questions followed from a less even-tempered interrogator. Revere was then returned to his horse, its reins entrusted to a British officer. “We are now going towards your friends,” he was informed, “and if you attempt to run, or we are insulted, we will blow your brains out.” The redcoats formed a tight circle around him, reminding Revere, as they rode, that he was “in a damned critical situation.” He admitted that he had noticed. As they neared the Lexington meetinghouse a volley of guns sounded, a blast that seemed to confirm his warnings. He was asked to interpret. Revere thought every bit as swiftly as he rode; he assured his escort that they had just heard an alert to the countryside. A companion merrily chimed in: the British, he added, were all dead men. To the ominous tolling of the Lexington church bell the officers conferred. How far was it to Cambridge? Was there any other road? Minutes later they galloped off, a sergeant astride Revere’s horse, a particularly fine one, never to be seen again.


By foot Revere hurried through pastures and a cemetery to Reverend Clarke’s. He had tangled with the British officers nearly a half mile from the parsonage. The wind was up; the night had turned raw. It was nearly 2:30 a.m. The Lexington militia had mustered; as no redcoats had appeared, they had been dismissed, to reassemble at the beat of a drum. Several men now dozed in their chairs at the tavern at the edge of the Lexington Common. Revere met with a livelier scene at the parsonage, where it would have been difficult to say who was more surprised to see whom. Though thrice urged to flee, Adams and Hancock had not budged. Elegant Hancock had been aflutter since Revere’s departure, “cleaning his gun and putting his accoutrements in order.” He seemed intent on impressing his fiancée and on personally facing down the regulars. At least once he headed out to the Common on a reconnoitering mission. It was dark. There was not a redcoat in sight.


By candlelight Adams labored — with an assist from Clarke, an animated man, rarely given to a few words when more would do — to impress upon his younger colleague that their place was not on the battlefield. One account has Adams clapping a hand on Hancock’s thin shoulder as he reminded him: “That is not our business; we belong to the cabinet.” The two remained at loggerheads; under any circumstances they made for a study in contrasts. Excitable Hancock was given to the grand gesture. Imperturbable, Adams preferred to set the stage for others to occupy. He was rarely present even in his own version of events; it was easier to gauge his presence by the temperature of a room. It reliably rose when he entered. In their physical bearing too they made for an odd couple. About the same height, one was lean, the other, at fifty-three, athletic and stout, with thick brows and dark blue eyes. Hancock walked with a slight stoop. Barrel-chested Adams carried himself erect. One man was highly susceptible to flattery, the other impervious to the stuff. “The delight of the eyes of the whole town,” Hancock had also by 1775 long been its most eligible bachelor. Among Samuel Adams’s talents was an especially rare one: he knew the limits of his own expertise. Hancock seemed to believe himself to possess none. Their middle-of-the-night debate raged amid a panic-stricken household. Hancock’s aunt wrung her hands. His fiancée helped the Reverend Clarke bury the family valuables in the potato patch.


It was by now close to 3:00 a.m. The regulars had begun their march past stone fences and rolling pastures, square-toed boots beating a regular rhythm on unpacked ground. They advanced through the starry night as well to the faint clang of country bells. It looked increasingly unlikely that Gage’s covert mission would be accomplished under cover of darkness. Disconcerted officers had already sent word to Boston: They would not surprise anyone. Reinforcements would be necessary. With Revere’s return came an end to the parsonage tug-of-war. He could after all report that British officers had stood, pistols loaded, within striking distance of Adams and Hancock. In Hancock’s heavy coach the two rattled toward Woburn, some five miles away, Hancock complaining that it was not his style to turn his back on the enemy. Revere accompanied them part or all of the way. He could later not remember exactly. With Hancock’s secretary he then returned to Lexington, “to find what was going on.”


By 4:30 a.m. streaks of orange and pink glinted in the east. Still there was no sign of any regiment. Hancock profited from the quiet to send to Lexington for his aunt and fiancée. Might they bring with them the excellent salmon on which he hoped to breakfast? It was the first of the season. If Revere’s intelligence could be believed, the redcoats were hopelessly late. Indeed, they had squandered four hours; Adams must have doubted they were actually coming. He would be spared the sight, as dawn broke, of a gleaming quarter-mile ribbon of red coats, snow-white linen flashing, a short distance from Lexington and moving through the pale morning light, in perfect order, at an impressively brisk pace.


Adams would be deprived as well of the company of Revere, sent to Lexington a third time that evening to retrieve Hancock’s trunk of papers. By the time Revere arrived on the village green it was daylight. From the rooms above the tavern he watched the regulars approach at a near-run. Downstairs he and Hancock’s secretary, the leather trunk between them, passed through the fifty-odd militiamen. Their commanding officer ordered them to let the redcoats pass peaceably unless they fired first. Yards from the meetinghouse, Revere spotted a British officer on horseback; minutes later he heard — but did not see — the “continual roar of musketry.” Nor would the two Woburn fugitives manage their salmon breakfast. They sat down to it just as a frantic Lexington farmer arrived with word that regulars approached, bayonets gleaming. The coach was hastily stashed. Adams and Hancock dived into a swamp, where they remained for some time. (They fared better than a fellow delegate to the provincial congress, who earlier that morning landed face-down amid damp corn stubble, in his nightclothes, as the troops passed.)


After a hike through the woods Adams and Hancock finally breakfasted, several towns north, on salt pork and potatoes. They neither heard a shot nor caught the peppery bite of gunpowder in the Lexington air. It would be some time before either man knew precisely what had happened. Neither would know — as no one ever will — who fired first that morning, a question with which Adams would contend later. Facts were facts but could always stand a little polish. Of the weight of events he had no doubt. He believed independence should have been declared that bright spring day. For his purposes it essentially had been. At some point in those harried hours, despite having spent a damp night outdoors, unguarded and underdressed, his spirits swelled. “O! What a glorious morning is this!” he exulted. Mistaking his meaning, John Hancock looked searchingly to the sky — or so Adams, or an Adams friend, later recalled.


Of the three, Paul Revere alone wound up with a pistol aimed at his head that evening. He would wait twenty-three years to reveal the full story of his arrest. For their own reasons, General Gage and Samuel Adams left only cursory accounts of the most written-about day in American history. At some point before the Reverend Clarke found seven bodies of his parishioners slumped on the ground, before he discovered that a cannonball had punctured his meetinghouse, as the column of redcoats thudded toward Concord, amid the “confusion and distress,” as Clarke had it, Adams did something else at which he was expert: the most conspicuous man in Massachusetts vanished from the scene, slipping through Gage’s fingers and out of a picture he had done as much as anyone to compose. Events had caught up with him after eleven laborious years. As the curtain rose on what he would term “this important glorious crisis,” the opening act of what qualified for some weeks still as a civil war, he could just be glimpsed, triumphantly exiting stage left.
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LATE THE FOLLOWING Monday Adams and Hancock arrived in Worcester, where they were to join their fellow delegates for the trip to Philadelphia. No colleague or message awaited. Nor was there any guard for the bedraggled travelers, who still had only anecdotal reports of what had transpired thirty-two miles away, five days earlier. Adams could not have been far off when Hancock sat down to write a blistering letter to the committee charged with provincial militias, a committee on which he sat. He and Adams would need depositions for the journey south. It was essential to certify the Lexington assault unprovoked; her sister colonies had insisted that Massachusetts act only on the defensive. Already the roads were thick with overloaded carts of furniture and howling children. Town records were secreted underground. Women sat in parlors behind barricaded doors. There were “a thousand uncertain and different reports.” Amid the confusion it seemed difficult to believe that the regulars had suffered a stinging defeat at the hands of the minutemen who — from over forty towns, with old French firearms and family flintlocks — had sped to meet them.


Word went out that Adams and Hancock had escaped Lexington half-naked; that the house at which they eluded capture was instantly surrounded by the king’s troops; that, unable to find the two men, the “inhuman soldiery” had turned the parsonage upside down, murdering the women and children in cold blood, setting fire to the house, and afterward proceeding to Concord, “firing at, and killing hogs, geese, cattle and everything that came in their way.” Lunging through its windows, soldiers had fired into the meetinghouse, claiming three fatalities. Paul Revere was reported missing, in some versions slain. The commotion extended to New York, where business came to a standstill. Yale students jettisoned their studies. In the Worcester tavern Hancock wrote imperiously and breathlessly, his page streaked with dashes. He hoped the fighting spirit would persist. But where was everyone? He could abide neither the chaos nor his meager circumstances. He appeared a deserter, which was unacceptable. He preferred to head off without the rest of the Massachusetts delegation if he was not to travel with dignity.


An escort arrived the next day. With a few detours, in the constant company of Hancock and for some time still without a decent wardrobe, Samuel Adams turned up weeks later in Philadelphia, where he would continue to do all in his power to prove Thomas Hutchinson right: everything in American affairs indeed happened contrary to probability.















III



THE GREAT TOWN OF BOSTON
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Security and leisure are the parents of sedition.


 — SAMUEL JOHNSON, 1775




JOHN ADAMS swore that his cousin had been born a revolutionary. If so, the symptoms were slow to manifest. John — thirteen years younger and a country relation, little acquainted until adulthood with his more worldly cousin — was more likely extrapolating backwards. Everything about Samuel’s early years promised a public-spirited, tradition-upholding member of the New England establishment, in which his father, Samuel Adams Sr., a fourth-generation Massachusetts man, was firmly entrenched. As early as 1650, in England and America, Adams men had made their living as malsters, steeping, drying, sweating, and kilning barley to be fermented into beer. It was a messy, exacting, labor-intensive business at which Samuel Adams Sr. had splendidly succeeded. At the time of his son’s birth, the family occupied a stately home on what is today Purchase Street, with a commanding ocean view, an observatory, a wharf that bore the family name, various outbuildings, and an orchard. The estate fronted Boston’s sparkling harbor; a garden sloped to the shore. Even a non-admirer was impressed. Samuel Adams Sr. had — in an intricate business, practiced on a modest scale, supplying Boston housewives with the malt with which they brewed beer — “accumulated a surprising amount of money.”


On another front the family fared less well. The fourth of his mother’s children, Samuel Adams was born at noon on September 16, 1722. The daughter of a prosperous ship captain, Mary Fifield Adams would give birth no fewer than twelve times. Already she had lost two children in infancy. The family would bury seven more. A second son, Joseph, arrived in 1728, just before Samuel enrolled at Boston Latin, the forming ground of the Massachusetts elite. It was the same establishment that Benjamin Franklin had briefly attended some thirteen years earlier and in which John Hancock would enroll sixteen years later. To gain admission to the old wooden building across town, behind the Anglican chapel, Samuel read a few verses aloud from the King James Bible. The test constituted a bit of false advertising: for the next years, from 7:00 to 11:00 in the morning and again from 1:00 to 5:00 every afternoon, under a hard-driving schoolmaster, from a seat along the oak benches that lined the walls of the room, Adams would be steeped in the classics. Rote memorization absorbed his first three years. Soon he began to fit Aesop’s fables into Latin verse. Afterward came translations of Erasmus, submitted in English and rendered, at week’s end, back into Latin. A steady stream of Ovid, Cicero, Virgil, and Homer followed, a reading list that imprinted itself, stylistically and substantively, in its accents and allusions, on the literature of the American Revolution.


On a summer afternoon in 1736, thirteen-year-old Samuel Adams submitted to the Harvard College entrance exam. Administered by the college president and several tutors, it might involve the translation of a lengthy passage of Virgil from Latin, the New Testament from Greek. Part oral, part written, the performance could be nerve-wracking. In his best clothes, Samuel would have taken the ferry with his father the short distance across the Charles River to Cambridge, to a campus that consisted of three redbrick Georgian buildings set around a desolate quadrangle. An orchard stood at one side, a row of outhouses at the other. The July 1736 return was a triumphant one: Adams left Cambridge with a summer writing assignment and an invitation to join the student body of about one hundred in mid-August. The majority of his classmates were several years older, though one was twenty-one, and a fourteen-year-old was by no means unusual at the college.


Of greater import in hierarchical Massachusetts was class rank, determined by one’s father’s status, from the sons of governors and the Governor’s Council down. The adult Adams reared from displays of superiority, but such distinctions extended across the board in eighteenth-century Boston, where every laborer knew that a cabinetmaker stood superior to a shoemaker, a tailor to a seaman. Harvard rank prescribed the size of your room, whether you prayed at the front of the chapel, when you claimed your serving at mealtimes, and where you took your place in a scholarly procession. It could also be recalibrated. The theft of a hat might cost you a rung. For a more serious offense you proceeded directly to the bottom of the class.1 


As the child of a justice of the peace — Samuel Adams Sr. could append a weighty “Esquire” to his name — his son ranked a prestigious sixth among his 23 classmates. Outfitted in dark gowns, subsisting on a miserable diet of baked beef at midday and meat pie and bread with milk in the evenings, the boys returned to the classics. Over the course of a twelve-hour day, beginning at 5:00 a.m. with prayers, and ending at 5:00 p.m. with prayers, Adams studied Euclid and learned to compose a syllogism. He memorized passages of Homer, which he recited for his tutors. He submitted to mandatory Hebrew, the language understood to be spoken in heaven if a course reviled by the undergraduates. He peered through the campus telescope and inspected a model of the solar system. As an upperclassman, he prepared a series of public declamations.


Enlightenment thinkers were as well represented in the curriculum as classical ones; the Harvard president at the time was a liberal thinker, eager to merge the ideas of John Calvin with those of John Locke. Adams knew his Cicero, Sallust, and Livy. He was soon on familiar terms with Montesquieu and Hume, as in a matter of years he would be with Rousseau. Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding essentially served as a textbook in ethics; Adams seemed to swallow the work whole. Neither history nor politics figured in the curriculum. For the eighteenth-century American the heroes were classical ones; there was a reason why it would be said that Adams made his way to the Whigs and Tories by way of the Greeks and Romans.


At a time when Harvard students distinguished themselves as much for insubordination as for academic excellence, Adams did not stand out. He figured nowhere among those fined and suspended for planting snakes in tutors’ beds, for drinking stolen rum in church, for singing in his room after midnight, for carousing, criticizing the government, or defacing the library copy of Montesquieu. His brother would be remembered for “contemptuous hallowing” on a late winter night, when he broke down a classmate’s door. (He suffered a public reprimand.) Thomas Hutchinson was fined and scolded for cheating, having secreted a page of the original Greek into the Latin text he was to translate. A future Massachusetts chief justice was punished for stealing a goose and a turkey and roasting them over the fire in his room. John Hancock got a slave dangerously drunk. Samuel Adams’s future father-in-law, a minister and Harvard College overseer, broke his share of windows. John Adams was far from alone in overstaying a vacation, for which he paid a fine. Samuel Adams’s sole infraction seems to have been once oversleeping, for which he was reprimanded and which, as an adult, he seems not to have attempted again.


Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of his adolescence was how invisible were the qualities for which he later distinguished himself. Nothing about the early years presaged a future likely to set a colony ablaze. “It is my fate to be always in a hurry,” Adams wrote an intimate just after Lexington and Concord, but the impatience was years in announcing itself. Little set his apart from any number of other privileged New England childhoods except, over the first decades, how little he did with it. Having graduated in 1740, having received the best education available in Massachusetts — it was also the best education in colonial America — he stalled. He seemed to be saving all the ingenuity for later.


He left few details of his early years. Only from a 1726 newspaper account do we know of the mountain lion that turned up at the Adams household, where it was briefly exhibited. (His mother arranged to ship it abroad.) There would be no mention of the deafening earthquake that rocked Boston, rearranging furniture in living rooms, when Adams was five; of the visits of George Whitefield, the English evangelical preacher, who electrified Boston and raised hackles at Harvard shortly after Adams’s graduation; or of the diphtheria epidemic that delayed that graduation by two months, leaving Adams to collect his diploma in late August. He volunteered neither enduring parental admonitions nor family lore. He did allow that it was “a happy young man who has had an elder sister upon whom he could rely for advice and counsel in youth.” Though he had decades in which to offer it, he spared us the eminently sensible, after-the-fact account, the kind that — bright with enameled anecdote — aligns beginnings with ends and causes with effects, lending a specious integrity and inevitability to the whole.


Adams would proudly claim that he never troubled himself with plans for his future. All evidence corroborates that approach, one not everyone could afford. Certainly it is impossible to imagine him either as the kind of child who, like Thomas Hutchinson, preferred to stay home to read history rather than play in the street, or who, like John Adams, rehearsed Ciceronian orations before a mirror. The classics similarly quickened Samuel’s pulse. They reverberated always in his voice, like harmonic progressions. There would be no grandstanding before a mirror, however. What can be said of him is this: if everyone has an age when he is most himself, young adulthood was not his. It is difficult to improve on the summary of the chronicler who delivered up Adams’s first years in a single storm cloud of a sentence: “He read theology and abandoned the ministry, read law and abandoned the bar, entered business and lost a thousand pounds.”


Religion played a central role in his life and his thinking, as it would in the Revolution. It was no accident that so many Boston town meetings were conducted in houses of prayer, or that republicanism, as envisaged in Massachusetts Bay, traced the independent-minded, egalitarian, community-based lines of Puritanism. Men who preferred a church without a bishop came naturally to the idea of a state without a king. Adams’s piety would be made to sound dangerous, as in some respects it was: natural rights and principled defiance resonated deeply with his faith. As Gordon Wood has suggested, republicanism is in its essence a secular, more relaxed form of Puritanism. Or in the words of a British major, having pried a book of prayer from Massachusetts prisoners in 1775: “It is your God-damned religion that has ruined your country. Damn your religion!”


At the time of Adams’s Harvard graduation, it was also true that an American intellectual was, by definition, a clergyman. Adams seemed fleetingly headed in that direction; it was the traditional career for the gifted, book-loving New England son. The families of both Ben Franklin and John Adams hoped their sons would enter the ministry. Adams either abandoned or rejected the idea early on, displaying an indifference to expectation that would bloom into an indifference to reputation. We know his mother almost entirely on account of one objection and of her son’s response to it: she preferred the newly minted Harvard graduate avoid the law, a profession toward which he also briefly gravitated. It suited him; he could debate a point of logic, cordially and unflaggingly, for hours. (To the dismay of the British Ministry, deductive reasoning was the mainstay of the Harvard curriculum.) For a few years still New England would think lawyers vaguely suspect, however. Massachusetts courts had operated for years without them.2 Which did not stop Bostonians from suing one another with abandon or from discoursing at length on legal issues, evidently a New England birthright. Massachusetts seemed a place, bleated General Gage, “where every man studies law, and interprets the laws as suits his purposes.”


Samuel Adams Sr. prevailed on a friend: for a brief period his son found work in the counting house of a prominent merchant. Thomas Cushing was the Speaker of the Massachusetts House of Representatives and a generous-minded, cool-headed South End neighbor, among the most popular men in town. He had a son nearly the same age as the recent graduate. The fit was not a natural one for Samuel; as the family put it, the work was “not consonant to his feelings and disposition.” His father suggested that he make it so. He failed to improve. John Adams supplied a clue that may illuminate his cousin’s unpromising early years: Samuel, he claimed, had an unrivaled understanding of liberty, something that in a young adult looks suspiciously like free-spiritedness. No hints survive either of bruised family feelings or burning ambition. Cushing’s office attempted to accommodate its new employee. Adams was in every way a perfectly capable young man, explained Cushing, but “his whole soul was engrossed by politics.” He could think of nothing else. He lasted several months.


He seems briefly to have ventured into business on his own, opening a shop. Again he met his defeat in the practical details. The passion for politics interfered with his attention to ledgers — or, as he seemed to believe, the opposite. He was stupefied by financial details, as he hastened to admit. He may have squandered his father’s thousand pounds in that enterprise, or he may have entrusted part of the sum to a friend and lost the rest. It cannot be traced. In some accounts, the money — Boston mansions sold for less — landed in Samuel’s hands for safe-keeping, which sounds unlikely. A well-connected son of the establishment, he strained to find his place, loitering his way toward his future.


In 1743 Adams earned a master’s degree at Harvard, a straightforward endeavor that involved no residency in Cambridge, where his younger brother would soon enroll as an undergraduate. The advanced degree was largely a rite of passage, for which nearly all of Adams’s classmates returned. The summer proved a joyous one for the family: the master’s was conferred weeks before his older sister bore a son, also named Samuel. The sole academic requirement for the degree was a thesis; in Latin, a master’s candidate answered a theoretical question drawn from the realms of philosophy, ethics, religion, or science. Two or three of the most adroit graduates argued their cases on commencement afternoon. Samuel did not figure among them, although he was presented formally to the college president and tutors at the exercise. Harvard commencement was the closest thing Boston knew to carnival, a much-anticipated July Wednesday that combined Latin and Hebrew orations with jugglers and acrobats, tents, peddlers, and food stalls. Families banded together for the outing. Alumni returned with dates. Long-lost relatives turned up, as did runaway apprentices and the Massachusetts governor. Businesses closed throughout the province. The festivities began with a traditional psalm and ended with late-night singing in the streets, littered the next morning with watermelon rinds and peach pits.


The flavor of New England can be read in the thesis subjects, which offer a crisp snapshot of early America. Both before and after Adams’s graduation it was argued that agriculture constituted the most honorable of secular pursuits. Some propositions seemed self-evident. Others located colonial America a great distance away. In 1769, by which time Adams had found his stride, a master’s candidate contended that “the reptiles of America originated from those preserved by Noah.” It would later be posited that gold could be produced chemically, that the sun was inhabitable (in 1772, by a future chief justice of the Massachusetts Supreme Court), that the Native Americans descended from Adam, that the pope was the Antichrist (three times between 1695 and 1762). Some topics recurred. As early as 1724 and regularly over the years, it would be asserted that it was unlawful to sell Africans. Other questions — Is capital punishment just? Will we meet our friends in heaven? Do ends justify means? — were eternal. There was much attention to ethics (it was repeatedly demonstrated that a good intention did not alone produce a good action), a preoccupation with certain theological riddles (the existence of angels was a favorite), and — between the 1740s and the 1760s — a steady march from the theological toward the professional, by way of the patently political.


As his subject Samuel Adams chose: Is it lawful to resist the supreme magistrate if the republic cannot otherwise be preserved? He had plucked the query from a 250-page Latin sourcebook that grouped together questions of logic, ethics, and the sciences. At least four other classmates consulted the volume, which provided a reading list and arguments on both sides of each question, their pertinent passages highlighted. It directed Adams to Algernon Sidney, John Locke, and Thomas Hobbes, to thinkers who had defended the divine rights of kings and those executed for conspiring against them. The class of 1743 produced no other great revolutionaries. One turned Tory. Several went on to become ministers, two merchants, two judges, one a distiller. There is all the same some truth to the allegation that — as one intimate put it — the American Revolution could be blamed on the Harvard College library.3 


Though Adams had not himself formulated the thesis question, he did select it from among four hundred others, ignoring queries about whether all men are naturally equal and whether vegetables breathe. It resonated with him. Nor was there anything controversial about the proposition in 1743, when the college president approved both Adams’s choice and his line of reasoning. Few others asked at the time — when George Washington was a child, Thomas Jefferson months old, and James Madison yet to be born — if resistance to a king might be justified. Twenty-year-old Adams answered the question in the affirmative. Man enjoyed no greater blessing, he argued, than civil government. It protected him both from his neighbor’s self-interest and his own “propensity to superiority.” To resist a ruler was treason. Adams rejoiced in the security their sovereign extended to his subjects. His power and their liberties stood in graceful balance. It was “the duty of every subject, for conscience’s sake, to submit to his authority, while he acts according to the law.” Should he imperil the natural right and liberties of his subjects, however, “he overthrows the very design of government, and the people are discharged from all obedience.” Adams may have come to those conclusions on his own. Or he may have had an assist from events, his family having that spring sustained a catastrophic collision with royal authority.
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ADAMS’S EARLY YEARS seem at first glance nearly to belong to someone else, so discordant are they with the career that follows. On closer examination certain qualities emerge that at least elucidate the lack of urgency. He had neither any use for despair nor much patience with it in others. He believed all was ordered for the best; he was not put out when things failed to proceed exactly as he liked. “By fretting at unfortunate events we double the evil,” he admonished a friend. Enemies repeatedly discovered that you could not get a rise out of him. Flattery, he held, was “always great in proportion as the motives of flatterers are bad.” He heard only the sensible and the honest. “The censure of fools or knaves,” he would remind his wife, “is applause.” Untroubled by perfectionism, he counseled friends not to overthink the details. He invoked a favorite analogy: Did it truly matter if the turkey arrived on the table boiled or roasted? He did not too much inquire into peevish humors, difficult to explain and generally not worth the trouble. He excelled at friendship, which at its best he termed “thinking aloud together.” Acknowledging a letter in which an intimate sounded notes on which Adams had harped for years, he wrote: “You therein speak, as you ever have done, the language of my soul.”


Indifferent at the table, even-tempered and sweetly obliging, patient in the extreme, he was fussy when it came to words, which he buffed, buffed again, and afterward refined. Meaning mattered. With swift precision, he reduced the convoluted to the essential, shaking an argument upside down until the nonsense tumbled out. He recoiled from those who, as he put it, made a show of looking down on their equals. Though he bore the same name as his exemplary father, he invested little in bloodlines. When traced far enough back, one bumped up against the inevitable horse thief. Neither wisdom nor virtue was hereditary. “The cottager may beget a wise son, the noble a fool,” he noted, adding that only one was capable of improvement. (This lesson he formulated for his cousin, a provincial farmer’s son who was then vice president of the United States.) He proved the only downwardly mobile of the Founding Fathers.


Pride and vanity kept their distance; Adams nearly needs to be drafted into starring in his own biography. He found ambition suspect. It arrived at his address belatedly, then all at once. He thought the best of people until he could no longer. He shrugged off their opinions. “I am in fashion and out of fashion, as the whim goes,” he airily informed his family. Physically he was indefatigable. As affable in his manner as inflexible in his principles, he was at ease with everyone he met. Most gravitated toward his corner of the room. With a bit of effort, you might manage to resist his appeal. But you had to concede: Samuel Adams was the kind of man you like to believe exists and rarely meet.


While he dithered about the future, he was firm in his convictions. It is clear how he felt about his associates (“What is life without friendship!” he asked at an emotionally raw moment); about matrimony (“designed to complete the sum of human happiness in this life”); about the equality of its parties (the line between authority and subordination should remain perforated); about happiness (too easily squandered on the road to our destination). He knew what motivates and how to approach any audience. “He could see,” observed a friend, “far into men.” The list of things to which he seemed immune included small-mindedness, boasting, doubt, frustration, art. He left no record of the sullen, pewter-gray light of a New England winter afternoon or — it was the stuff of colonial diaries — the blazing snow-glare after a storm. When he waxed rhapsodic it was about liberty and the rights of man.


Never in his life would he make a wise financial decision. Poverty was not so disagreeable a companion, he held, as the affluent seemed to believe. He rarely missed an opportunity to proclaim the value of a sound education for young men and women. Essential to a republic, it was the requisite partner to virtue. His own studies yielded the expected results: when he applauded Bostonians for their forbearance, he commended their reprise of “the spirit of Rome or Sparta.” A colleague displayed “as much of the stern virtue and spirit of a Roman censor as any gentleman I ever conversed with.” His contemporaries would return the favor, applauding his “Roman-like firmness.” Nothing would have made Adams happier than to have learned that an eminent minister declared him out of step with his time, more in keeping with “one of Plutarch’s men.”


Though no portrait survives of the young Samuel Adams, it is possible to picture him as he made his way around mid-century Boston, a town cooled by a salty sea breeze, laced with hints of wax and woodsmoke, coffee, fish, and lye. He was of medium stature and muscular build. The carriage was that of a good middleweight fighter. His lips were thin, the chin slightly dimpled, the nose straight and Roman, the complexion polished, fresh, and pink. The features left him just short of handsome, with an open countenance and — under thick brows — piercing, unexpectedly deep blue eyes.4 When excited he raised himself on his toes, bouncing, for emphasis, at the end of a sentence. The portraitists arrived only after he had gone gray; Boston was, however, a fair-haired city, and the coloring suggests he had been a blond youth. Known to all whose path he crossed as the son of Deacon Adams, the grandson of an earlier Deacon Adams, he was, as Henry Adams phrased it generations later, distinctly branded. He wielded a great deal of charm, to his enemies “vast insinuation and infinite art.”


We will not hear him distinctly for another decade, but we have a fair idea of how Adams sounded. There was a sort of rasping scrape to the New England voice. Words rolled off the tongue differently in Boston than they did elsewhere in North America; in the hurry to the end of a sentence, short syllables collapsed into one. “Necessary” shrank to “neccary,” “continuous” to “kontinoss.” Consonants flattened in the rush. The letter “r” floated about, vanishing for long spells and emerging in unexpected places. “Sort” sounded in Boston like “sought,” but the Caucus Club — to which Adams’s father belonged, and which used its influence to settle town appointments in advance of elections — was the “Corcass Club.” The “g” at the end of a sentence went missing, so that Thomas Cushing became “Thomas Cushen.” Adams had a crystalline singing voice and a fine ear for music, of which he was fond. He entertained friends’ children with song. At one time he led the church choir, a role not easily held against a man. His enemies pounced on it all the same. They charged — it is the only hint we have of the practice, which may never have been practiced — that Adams presided over “singing societies” of tradespeople, embracing the opportunity to foster sedition.


Otherwise Adams sounded like an Englishman; there was a reason why two British army officers in disguise did not raise suspicions in Worcester the minute they opened their mouths. As one foreigner noted, the colonists “speak better English than the English do.” And it was to London that the New Englander looked as home, London to which all was compared, London from which Boston imported the books it consumed by the crate. Culturally and politically, the colonies felt closer to the mother country than to one another. Adams grew up celebrating the king’s birthday and coronation; as late as 1773, the first toast went to the king. As any Massachusetts colonist could tell you and as Adams did repeatedly, the British government was the best government on earth. He rejoiced in calling himself an Englishman. The oversized, elaborate Adams family Bible — an embossed, brass-clasped volume that Samuel inherited from his father and in which he inscribed family records throughout his life — bore, on its title page, a view of London.


A Bostonian not only spoke and thought but hoped to dress as an Englishman. Thomas Hutchinson engaged in a lively correspondence with his tailor, inconveniently located an ocean away. The three-month time lag left Hutchinson second-guessing what might be in style. “Tell me what outerwear is now worn and whether of cloth and what color,” he demanded one summer. He ordered lace to match the king’s. He longed for a rust-colored suit, of the deepest hue, but only if London fashion permitted. Boston owed its preeminence in part to the fact that it was the closest port to Great Britain. And it was on England that Boston — itself nearly an island, with 16,000 people packed into fewer than four square miles — was modeled.


At the time of Adams’s birth the town was less than a century old, yet the dress, the conversation, the furnishings, the fine linens and wines could prove as splendid as those of a prosperous London tradesman. A particularly opulent residence might bear a crown of Great Britain over every window and busts of the king and queen in the entry, as did Hutchinson’s childhood home. Given the architecture, the fare, the customs and conversation, a Londoner felt immediately at ease in Boston. It was, a visitor noted, pale, white, and graceful, its buildings neat and handsome, like its women. While cows still grazed in the center of town, while swine ran at large, Boston counted — with its smooth, pearly clapboard facades, its well-swept, airy interiors — among the most civilized of addresses. “This is the most beautiful country I ever saw in my life,” announced the British officer who in 1775 would lead reinforcements to Concord — and who only wished the people were more like it. On the first count he spoke for countless others. Visitors thought the town stunning, its food superb. The pork was without rival, the lobsters colossal, the poultry ludicrously affordable. Boston hosts did not stint on delicacies like venison, salmon, or turtle. One rarely went to bed without oysters.


When Adams walked out his front door on the less populated, less fashionable side of town, he found himself amid pastures, fields, and orchards. To his back were the wharves. To the west and north stood ropewalks, where long hemp cables were laid out on the ground, their fibers twisted into ships’ rigging. Hot tar waterproofed the ropes; the smell pinched the nostrils. The New South Church, which Samuel Adams Sr. had helped to found, stood, with its elegant Ionic steeple, a few blocks north. To Adams’s left was the slim ribbon of causeway that connected Boston to the mainland. About the same distance to his right stood Griffin’s Wharf, where East India Company tea would eventually land. A few blocks north, Adams passed along pebbled streets — one walked always in the smooth center — into the congested center of town, a knot of crooked alleys and narrow turns, where the acrid fumes of tanners, candlemakers, and distillers bit into the sea air. The chic lived in the North End, in splendid homes that rose among a clutter of warehouses, bakeries, blacksmiths, barns, and shipyards. At Boston’s center, raised above pavement level on a small green, stood its stately Town House, where Adams was to spend countless hours. At its base was a covered walk; its upper floors divided into meeting rooms. Booksellers clustered around the three-story structure. Adams could easily walk from one end of town to the other in a morning, as had a minister years earlier, in search of his lost cow.


No one approached Boston without remarking on its superb harbor, a majestic crescent bristling with masts. Shops and handsome storehouses lined its wharves, the longest of which extended a half mile into the ocean. A forest of steeples rose above the low-lying town; beyond them spread a ribbon of velvety hills. It was a vantage that Adams probably never himself enjoyed. In his long life he would cross many rivers — including the Rubicon, countless times — but never an ocean. Boston echoed not only with the clatter of industry but with its unsynchronized daily bells, and, after sundown, with the calls of the watch, delivering the time and the weather. The general impression was one of unremitting activity. The town won higher marks from a Parisian or Londoner than it did from a Braintree farmer’s son. John Adams found the bustle of chimney sweeps and oxcarts, wood carriers and coaches — the percussive tin-hammering and cart-trundling, the jangle of ships’ tackle — bewildering. He lost his way from the beginning of a thought to its end amid the thunderous “rattle gabble” of it all.


In Samuel Adams’s writing there is barely a nod to the aesthetic. He was forthright about his affection for his hometown, however, an affection that — once he found ground for comparison — tilted into chauvinism. It was not difficult for Boston, throughout Adams’s youth the largest town in the colonies, to flirt with a superiority complex. Rarely had a people given so much thought, so early on, to education. Boston won the American awards for literacy and sophistication. As a visitor observed: “Knowledge is probably more universally diffused here than in any other considerable town in the world.” With its seventeen churches, genteel Boston was no less remarkable as a place that went entirely silent on Sunday, where a barber could be fined for performing a shave on the Sabbath.


Adams’s Boston was a town in which you had your pick of harpsichords, where you could acquire a fine umbrella tipped with ivory or brass; a box of fresh Malaga lemons; a set of false teeth (designed by Paul Revere, goldsmith); silkworm eggs; a “ripe, delicate pineapple”; French lessons; The Complete Woman Cook; or “as fine a pleasure boat for sailing or rowing as perhaps ever was built.” Plenty of families kept coaches; a select few rode out accompanied by servants in scarlet livery. The incursion of those superfluities was surveyed with some alarm. “Luxury and extravagance,” the adult Adams would fret, “are in my opinion totally destructive of those virtues which are necessary for the preservation of the liberty and happiness of the people.” Nor was he the greatest of killjoys. Clucked a friend in 1779: “In short we are arrived to that stage of civilization and polished manners which I think incompatible with public or private virtue, and therefore worse than barbarism.”


In Adams’s expostulations his opponents heard the resentment of a man without fortune. They were correct about the poverty, mistaken about the envy. They tended to lose sight of an essential fact: Samuel Adams would wind up a poor man who had not been a poor boy, a different creature altogether, especially in a country where upward mobility set records. It was said to take three centuries to breed a gentleman in Great Britain. In America the miracle could be accomplished in three generations. Adams came of age, too, at a time when the Massachusetts economy was markedly on the skids. Plenty of other young men stumbled in finding their footholds. On leaving Harvard shortly after Adams, a future colleague would try his hand as a schoolmaster. Miserable, he sailed off as a merchant, later as a whaler. He was soon back in Boston. In a patched gown, he served briefly as a chaplain. Out of options, he turned to the law. “A wretched condition this town is with regard to people who have their living to earn,” he squawked in 1758, when Adams, having sidestepped each of those careers, had begun to sell off his father’s estate.
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BETWEEN THE TIME Adams earned his undergraduate degree in 1740 and the July afternoon in 1743 when he and his parents celebrated the conferral of his master’s, the ground shifted dramatically under the family’s feet. This earthquake went well recorded. Massachusetts trade had fallen off precipitously. It would decrease by half in the decade after 1735, when prices soared and the value of currency plunged. Industries decamped to less expensive ports, eroding Boston’s role as the colonial shipbuilding capital. Faster ocean crossings undermined its geographic advantage. The dry goods businesses, the cod fishery, and the town distilleries suffered acutely. As unemployment rose and the population declined, the cost of supporting Boston’s poor doubled. The town found itself crushed by taxes. For any but the most wealthy, the lust for luxury had been curtailed already.


Further exacerbating the matter was the acute shortage of currency in New England. The trade imbalance left most specie in Great Britain. Without gold or silver at its disposal, with currency, like industry, restricted by the Crown, the Massachusetts economy limped along in beaver skins and lumber. By the 1740s it stood in need of a more sophisticated medium. Bills of credit had been introduced as a substitute for government-issued specie; by royal edict, those bills were to be withdrawn from circulation in 1741, a redemption that would deprive Massachusetts of the bulk of its already scarce currency.


As that deadline loomed, the Massachusetts House appealed to the citizenry for ideas. An elegant solution presented itself in the form of a land bank. New England was poor in hard currency but rich in property. Why not issue paper money secured by land? The idea had been under consideration for some time. And the Massachusetts governor, Jonathan Belcher, endorsed it. Near the end of Adams’s undergraduate career, a prospectus was submitted to circulate notes worth 150,000 pounds. Nearly four hundred men, in sixty-four towns, pledged their properties as capital, against which the Land Bank issued loans at a modest rate of interest. The bills would be redeemable in twenty years, either in notes or in a long list of domestic commodities; the new institution would both ease the monetary pinch and stimulate American manufacturing. Samuel Adams Sr. figured among the Land Bank’s nine directors. His fellow board members did not count among the wealthiest men in Massachusetts, an intermarried circle of merchants who held a monopoly on trade. Shipbuilders, mill owners, and iron manufacturers, the directors were, however, all individuals of stature. One was an admiralty judge, another a militia captain. Six sat in the House of Representatives. All but one were justices of the peace.


To great enthusiasm, the bank issued its first bills in the fall of 1740. Over the following months more than a thousand subscribers from all over Massachusetts took out loans with which to improve farms, enhance ironworks, or outfit glassworks. The liquidity problem had been resolved, but a new issue emerged. The bank’s popularity with provincial towns was matched by its unpopularity with Boston’s merchant elite. It did not care to settle debts in an untried currency, worthless to English creditors. Nor did it care to invite tavern keepers, bricklayers, or blacksmiths into the mercantile community. How, they protested, could such an institution even be legal? Surely any scheme that pumped thousands of pounds into the economy would induce inflation! Many had pinned their hopes on a competing enterprise, endorsed by the Hutchinsons. As early as September 1740, some 135 merchants warned that they had no intention of accepting Land Bank bills. They urged their concerns on Governor Belcher.


Startled by the intensity of those objections, Belcher moved to suppress a venture he had earlier encouraged. The bank offered further proof, he decided, that the colonists had been deranged for two decades, in which time they “seemed to study how they could provoke the King and his Ministers.” He appealed to the House of Representatives to prohibit the issue of Land Bank bills. It refused. The colonial legislature consisted of two bodies: the House and an upper chamber, the twenty-eight-man Governor’s Council, historically a more conservative, more prominent group. The Council took its affluent governor’s position. In July, Belcher warned against either accepting or extending Land Bank notes. He upped the ante in the fall, forbidding anyone who held a royal commission from doing business with the bank. Justices of the peace who subscribed to it should consider themselves relieved of duty. Samuel Adams Sr. resigned several weeks before the governor summarily dismissed him.


Hastily reversing course, Belcher enlisted every method at his disposal to destroy the bank. He chastised the House. He warned taverns that accepted bills that they should expect to lose their licenses. He instructed militia officers to purge miscreants from their ranks. He forbade lawyers associated with the bank from pleading before the Council. And he dispatched an urgent missive to Parliament: Would they formally dissolve the Land Bank? He pitched the request feverishly, invoking the South Sea Bubble of 1720, a speculative venture that had decimated investors, reputations, and a national economy. The Land Bank, Belcher warned, could prove yet more pernicious. What could stop twenty other such concerns from issuing millions of pounds of paper currency? Were Parliament not to intervene, he foresaw “the total subversion of this government and the ruin of the country.”


For neither the first nor last time a Massachusetts economic issue mutated, nearly overnight, into a political one. Governor Belcher complained that the bank had raised “a malignant spirit.” Though the greater part of the province supported the venture, it left its critics fuming. One called in the Boston Evening Post for the bank’s directors to be prosecuted. Were it not for the fact that they would leave their creditors high and dry, they should be carted off to London to be tried for “their high crime and misdemeanor.” The author took an additional swipe at the directors, noting that “this would ruin them in their small fortunes.” It was the kind of high-handed comment that suggested something other than inflationary fears were at stake. Despite the fury with which Belcher railed against “an affair so destructive to all good order and to the liberties and properties of the King’s subjects,” there was nothing remotely illegal about the bank. By supplying individuals excluded from the economic system with a currency, it threatened the social order.


In a long letter to his political protégé, Belcher fumed that the Land Bank infected every Massachusetts effort and address. Were it not “speedily and effectually crushed,” he cautioned, it would topple a government. For twenty-five years the people of Massachusetts had done their best “to treat the Crown with all possible rudeness and ill manners.” He would have preferred to suppress the wicked scheme on his own but did not believe his efforts sufficient. The colony had grown brazen; the insubordination was breathtaking. The Massachusetts House seemed to think itself on par with the Parliament of Great Britain! London could not intervene quickly enough. Belcher had no hope for any assistance from the current House, which he “wouldn’t trust for a pair of old shoes.” (He had cause to feel beleaguered. Belcher was up against two-thirds of the Massachusetts populace and at war with the House, plump, after the May 1741 elections, with additional Land Bank supporters.) He warned his young correspondent to steer clear of a government that seemed to have gone rogue. The protégé — who would have ample reason to remember the warning — was Thomas Hutchinson.


Parliament complied with Governor Belcher’s request, as Massachusetts learned shortly after the May elections. While no one moved to ship the Land Bank directors abroad for prosecution, Parliament did opt for severity. Extending the Bubble Act, it declared illegal any money-raising ventures not endorsed by the Crown or an act of Parliament. Parliament moreover deemed the bank directors jointly and severally liable for the bank’s obligations. The loans were to be redeemed immediately in gold or silver. The penalty left the directors dumbfounded; the sums were colossal. Late in September a bare majority of directors agreed to dissolve the bank. Others argued for defying the act of Parliament, a colonial first. Why should a far-off authority quash a popular venture? As his family saw it, Samuel Adams Sr. was singled out in particular. Certainly the London edict left him the most exposed. Having invested all of his political capital and most of his fortune in the bank, he was effectively ruined.


In part for his clumsy handling of the crisis, Governor Belcher was recalled weeks later. Having neglected to suppress the scheme, he had exacerbated the matter. A “bad spirit” now animated the colony. Meanwhile, the Massachusetts treasury remained empty. London replaced Belcher with William Shirley, a nimbler and more amiable administrator. He met with “consternation and distress” among the Land Bankers, over a third of whom remained stubbornly delinquent. Recovering funds proved slow going. Shirley prepared to prosecute the outliers but could, months afterward, at least assure London that they were in the minority, their bills largely eliminated. “And I think I may now assure your Grace,” the governor wrote his London superior, “that this scheme will have been so timely destroyed that not one honest man will suffer much by it.” Resistance had been formidable, but he had headed off a crisis.


The Land Bank survived for sixteen months. Its dismantling consumed decades. Some of the fallout made itself felt immediately. Samuel Adams Sr. found himself in court, where he would remain for the rest of his life, appealing a penalty that struck him as of dubious legality and of governmental overreach. (He could only have winced that his home stood on Belcher’s Lane.) The financial catastrophe translated into political popularity: in 1744 Boston voted him a selectman and, two years later, sent him to the House of Representatives. The following year the House elected him to the twenty-eight-member Council. As was his right, Governor Shirley rejected Samuel Adams Sr., along with nearly half the elected Council members, Land Bankers all.


The controversy did nothing to revive Boston’s fortunes. By 1760 New York and Philadelphia had overtaken it in terms of population. But the collapse hollowed out a little room for resistance. It raised thorny questions: Who was in charge of Massachusetts — its own House of Representatives, or a Parliament thousands of miles away? The long arm of London had rarely before seemed so brutally intrusive, so arbitrarily flexed, or so hostile to colonial ingenuity. Did the interests of the two countries coincide or were they perpendicular? Not for the first time, the Land Bank set a Massachusetts governor bitterly against his House. Very much for the first time, it led a group of men to contemplate defying Parliament. Legacy served as augury: the bank left a royal governor, his back to the wall, manufacturing disorder to elicit assistance from London, help that came in a form disproportionate to the crisis at hand. It created a constituency at odds with London. As Samuel Adams would later complain, those who questioned authority soon saw themselves “represented as a rude, low-lived mob.”


The bank’s borrowers had been printers and locksmiths, millers, hatters, and schoolmasters. The collision exacerbated a class divide, preserved in the first published Massachusetts history. That account fell to Thomas Hutchinson, whom Belcher had looked upon as a son. Hutchinson knew his Massachusetts history better than any man alive, though was, when he composed his pages, unaware that he was about to be steamrolled by it. Of the rancor he was acutely aware. Writing twenty-five years afterward, he hinted at a political power play: had Parliament not intervened, the Land Bank directors would have taken over the government. He issued a heartfelt defense of his mentor. He immortalized the bank’s subscribers as men “of low condition among the plebeians and of small estate and many of them perhaps insolvent.” The venture had set the needy against “men of estates and the principal merchants.” And the votes of the former, groaned Hutchinson, who had begun to amass his fortune even before his Harvard graduation, counted as much as those of the latter!


The Land Bank proved simpler to relegate to the history books than to unwind. Over and over hands flew up in frustration. The task became more daunting after a Town House fire destroyed its ledgers. Committee would be piled upon committee, in the Massachusetts way, the bank’s affairs strangling the court system for years. Careers and families would be shipwrecked in the process. A generation afterward, penniless sons, grown old, petitioned still for dead fathers. Delinquent debtors were impoverished, deceased, or far off. How equitably to allocate losses? The issue remained on the House agenda until the end of 1770, when the commission assigned to resolve the affair submitted their expense account, the bulk of it an astronomical liquor bill. The decision to reimburse was postponed until the next session, when events the debacle so neatly forecast obliterated the matter.


For all parties, the Land Bank fiasco provided a convenient gauge by which to measure future unrest. Relying on the memories of others, John Adams would insist that it caused greater ferment than would the Stamp Act, decades later. Hutchinson took the opposite tack. The Land Bank had been “a peccadillo compared with the combinations now afoot in so many colonies,” he reported in 1769, when the melody of two decades earlier was revived, scored for a full orchestra. Left upon the death of his father with a massive debt and a larger grievance, Samuel Adams spoke more obliquely. He expressed a sentiment that may well have preceded the Land Bank but that its collapse reinforced. In his sixties, Adams would say that vigilance in civic life had been inculcated in him at an early age. “Let the people keep a watchful eye over the conduct of their rulers,” he explained, “for we are told that great men are not at all times wise. It would be indeed a wonder if in any age or country they were always honest.”


John Adams and Thomas Hutchinson fully agreed on another point: the collapse of the Land Bank ushered Samuel Adams in from the wings. Eager though John was to make his cousin a political instrument from birth, he dated Samuel’s political involvement specifically to 1741. Hutchinson described his debut on the Massachusetts stage with an uncharitable review of a ferocious performance: Samuel Adams enters roaring, pursued by creditors. After his father’s death, the family estate was put up for auction to settle his debt. Hutchinson tells us that Adams “attended the sale, threatened the sheriff to bring an action against him, and threatened all who should attempt to enter upon the estate, under pretense of a purchase; and, by intimidating both the sheriff and those persons who intended to purchase, he prevented the sale, kept the estate in his possession and the debt to the Land Bank company remained unsatisfied.” The unflinching account probably differed little from what Adams himself would have reported. And it could only have gratified, falling as it did in the censure-by-knaves department.


Footnotes


1 Rank by social standing survived until 1769. Even at the time there were some who railed against it. In the year of Adams’s birth, another Boston Latin alumnus mocked any institution that based admission on parents’ purses rather than students’ merits: the system, he argued, meant that the college turned out graduates who were every bit “the dunces and blockheads” they had been on entry, having in four years learned only to carry themselves with more self-importance. That malcontent was sixteen-year-old Benjamin Franklin, who would have ranked at the bottom of any Harvard class.


2 Two generations earlier a call had gone out to London. Could they send over a few honest attorneys, if such a thing existed in nature?


3 All five of the Massachusetts signers of the Declaration of Independence graduated from Harvard. John Adams would claim it had been the college — and Samuel Adams’s town meetings — that had set the universe in motion. Hancock declared that Harvard could be considered “the parent as well as the nurse of the late happy revolution.”


4 John Adams would report that Samuel looked much like William the Conqueror. If so, every extant portrait of him is inaccurate.
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