
[image: Cover Page of Agony and Eloquence]


[image: Half Title of Agony and Eloquence]


[image: Title Page of Agony and Eloquence]


Copyright © 2016 by Daniel L. Mallock

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Jane Sheppard

Print ISBN: 978-1-63450-528-4

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-63450-832-2

Printed in the United States of America


Introduction

THOMAS JEFFERSON AND John Adams first met as members of the Continental Congress; both had signed the Declaration of Independence, and later served as diplomatic colleagues at the leading courts of Europe. Their long friendship was marked by profound mutual respect and deep personal affection until a bitter breach separated them during Adams’s presidency.

When the French Revolution erupted in 1789, Adams and Jefferson, after a brief shared enthusiasm, found themselves on opposite sides. Jefferson wholeheartedly supported the Revolution—regardless of the horrific crimes that its supporters and leaders committed—while Adams came to despise it and accurately predicted its ultimate collapse. Their stridently differing views about the Revolution in France, American relations with the new French Republic, and regarding fundamental matters of government finally destroyed their friendship. Only the tireless efforts of a mutual friend and fellow signer of the Declaration could repair it after ten years of silence.

As different in their views and personalities as one might expect a Massachusetts Puritan would be from a son of the wealthy landed New World Virginia gentry, Adams and Jefferson were first drawn together by their love of liberty and desires for American independence. They shared an adoration of learning and the attainment of knowledge. Both appreciated the other’s great depth and complexity of character. Their friendship was founded upon mutual appreciation and shared personal and public aspirations.

Both men significantly influenced events and national policy. Their political rivalry became the great contest for the future course of the country; in this conflict their professional relationship was the first casualty—their friendship soon suffered the same fate.

This American drama is documented in their extraordinary letters. The Adams-Jefferson correspondence has long been recognized as a landmark achievement in American letters, known as much for the beauty of their language as for its historical importance. Their epistolary discussions included subjects from philosophy to politics, history, literature, science, architecture, and more. They both desired that all of these letters should be published.

In his First Inaugural Address, Jefferson told the American people that without positive associations—friendships—“liberty and even life itself are but dreary things.” Jefferson publicly identified friendship as essential to the quality of life and fundamental to the proper enjoyment, and even the function, of “liberty.”

These two great men, friends, colleagues, and then rivals came to be seen in their time as the leaders of the opposing American political parties of the late eighteenth century. The political partisanship of that era is perhaps surpassed only by that of our own time.

Jefferson later came to agree with Adams that the eradication of political partisanship was essential to the continuing existence of the Union, and that friendships immune to the destructiveness of absolutism and party prejudice were crucial to the success and longevity of the new democracy. Long after both had left politics they became convinced that partisanship and rigid political views that left little or no room for compromise were active and perpetual threats to the future success and life of the country.

There is great drama here, internal and external enemies, wars and rumors of wars, great social and political upheavals, and then, finally—at the end of tortuous roads—a mutual realization that friendship was more important than either had previously realized.

The French Revolution, and conflicts with England and France, forms the international backdrop of the larger drama of the new American Republic struggling to retain its independence and democratic character in the face of intense internal and external pressures. It is also the story of events and people in the early years of the United States from Washington’s retirement to Adams’s and Jefferson’s administrations, and on into the long introspective and active years of their retirements.

Every generation has its own times that try the souls of men and women, and each prefers to make its own way unfettered by any debts to the past. The present belongs to the living; in these times that try the souls of our people, there are no bills in arrears-only a gift paid forward by two of the most important men in American history.

We owe no debt to these great men but to learn from the wisdom that they left for us.


1

“The Best Letter That Ever Was Written”

THE BRISK, LATE autumn winds blowing inland from the Atlantic, and the bitter cold air streaming south from Canada, howled through the cracks in every structure in Quincy, Massachusetts. During that particular early morning, most citizens of the town would have been at their breakfast tables near a warm hearth trying to avoid the chill New England winds of approaching winter that, rolling in off Quincy Bay, made their windows rattle and floors and walls cold to the touch as the first meal of the day was served. So it was at “Peace field,” the solid and comfortable but not ostentatious home of John Adams, retired second president of the United States.

Mr. John Adams, or “the president,” as his grandchildren preferred to address him, was eighty-nine years old in November, 1823, unusually long-lived for a man of that or most any time. Most of his friends, and his beloved wife Abigail, had, by then, preceded him to their rewards. Adams, made of sterner stuff than even he had suspected (and sometimes perhaps likely desired) remained, and waited.

Perhaps one of his grandchildren brought the morning’s mail to the elderly statesman that day. All the family assembled around the table would have recognized the now familiar handwriting on the envelope; it was from former President Thomas Jefferson, then Adams’s most important correspondent—his greatest and oldest living friend. His eyes failing, Adams likely asked a favored family member to read the letter to him. Sometimes his correspondence was read to him privately but, for this important missive, Adams could not wait; it must be read aloud, now.

John Adams had rekindled his old friendship with Thomas Jefferson late in 1811 at the incessant yet creative urgings of their mutual friend and fellow signer of the Declaration of Independence, Dr. Benjamin Rush of Pennsylvania. Rush, who had died in 1813, was delighted that he had been the instrument to bring his two old friends back to one another after over a decade of silence between them. Now, at breakfast and with his extended family in his old family home, once called Stoney Fields, then Peace field, then “Montezillo” as a humorous homage to his greatest friend’s stately and famous home, Monticello, Adams must have felt some trepidation as the envelope from Jefferson was displayed at the table.1

The cold autumnal winds blowing in from the Atlantic over the low hills of Quincy, much of it Adams land, beating on the hardy frames of Montezillo located on what is now Adams Street in Quincy, Massachusetts, must have been particularly portentous for the former president. An old error in judgment, harsh bitter opinions and recriminations, and an excess of rhetoric and partisanship over a decade old that Adams had hoped and expected would never see the light of day until after his death, if ever, were about to invade his usually peaceful morning meal. Jefferson had no doubt learned of these things; this, then, must be the subject of the letter that Adams’s granddaughter now held in her hand, waiting for the patriarch’s nod to open and read it aloud.

Described by one noted biographer as “rude, tactless, and hot-tempered,”2 John Adams was sometimes injudicious and excessive in his written communications, particularly in his retirement years. Jefferson was also guilty of occasional heated rhetorical indulgences in his correspondences. Like many subjects of mutual interest, this habit of epistolary backbiting and overheated language was an unfortunate indulgence practiced by both men, however much to their own later frustrations and disappointment. Adams’s vanity, irascibility, and garrulousness were widely acknowledged by friends and family; Adams himself admitted to these traits (particularly vanity). His colleagues and enemies were also not unaware of them. His brilliant and supportive wife Abigail had always done her best to keep this part of her husband’s character in check.

Jefferson was also aware of Adams’s lesser qualities. Weighing them against the better parts of Adams’s nature, Jefferson had found his old friend’s more challenging traits forgivable. In a January 1787 letter to James Madison, Jefferson wrote that Adams “is vain, irritable and a bad calculator of the force and probable effect of the motives which govern men. This is all the ill which can possibly be said of him. He is as disinterested as the Being who made him. He is profound in his views, and accurate in his judgment, except where knowledge of the world is necessary to form a judgment. He is so amiable, that I pronounce you will love him, if ever you become acquainted with him.”3

Seated at the breakfast table with his family around him, a little hand held an as-yet unopened letter from Thomas Jefferson. With his failing eyesight, Adams perhaps looked around him at his large extended family, gripped the arms of his chair just a little tighter, and thought back over a decade to another family breakfast in which the words of a very different correspondent had been the subject of conversation.

* * *

In their retirement years Adams and Jefferson had both taken extraordinary pains to assure that the historical record would present an accurate representation of them to posterity. Adams’s concern for his historical reputation might now be seen as a kind of neurosis, though he was not in any way alone in his concern for how he would be viewed and judged by later generations of Americans. This obsession with posterity prompted many letters, both public and private, from Adams’s pen.

In an August 1812 letter to his friend Dr. Benjamin Rush, Adams asked rhetorically, “How is it that I, poor, ignorant I, must stand before posterity as differing from all the great men of the age? Priestley, Price, Franklin, Burke, Fox, Pitt, Mansfield, Camden, Jefferson, Madison!” Believing his historical reputation already permanently sullied, Adams speculated that he would be “judged the most vain, conceited, impudent, arrogant creature in the world. I tremble when I think of it. I blush. I am ashamed.”4

Once retired, Adams had engaged in a lengthy and very public defense of his political career by submitting extensive essays and letters to the Boston Patriot newspaper from 1809 to 1812. One Adams historian describes these lengthy, often caustic and critical essays as “the final installment in Adams’s long effort to exorcise his personal demons, all undertaken in the guise of ‘setting the record straight.’ ”5 Few readers of the Boston Patriot—and there were many in Massachusetts and beyond—were favorably impressed by Adams’s essays. Expecting many repercussions and public denunciations, Adams found the reaction to his essays was far more muted than he had supposed. Shortly after the first essay was published, a distant relative wrote to him in an elevated and personally complimentary style expressing interest in his political career, and declaring his support for Adams’s Boston Patriot efforts. Favorably impressed by this writer’s positive reaction to his very public self-defense, Adams began a correspondence with this distant cousin that would later result in unpleasant repercussions and put his most important friendship at risk.

* * *

John Adams and William Cunningham had corresponded intermittently since 1803. Cunningham, a Federalist journalist and lawyer, was a distant relative of Adams.6 It was not however until Adams’s first essay appeared in the Boston Patriot that their correspondence became regular. They mutually agreed that their letters were to be kept confidential and never published until after Adams’s death, if at all.

In an 1804 letter to Cunningham, written during Jefferson’s first term as president, Adams harshly criticized Jefferson and implied that his friendship had been false. Adams also wrote, “I shudder at the calamities, which I fear his conduct is preparing for his country: from a mean thirst of popularity, an inordinate ambition, and a want of sincerity.” At the close of this letter, Adams reminded his correspondent that “I write in confidence in your honor as well as your discretion.”7

Adams used both the Boston Patriot and his private correspondence with Cunningham as outlets to defend himself from what he perceived as a pervasive negative view of his character and his political record. Hypersensitive, Adams gave his pen and his anger free reign. He would sometimes hit a positive note, however, as he did in this compliment of Jefferson’s political motives. “I have great reason to believe, that Mr. Jefferson came into office with the same spirit that I did—that is, with a sincere desire of conciliating parties, as far as he possibly could, consistently with his principles.”8

The Boston Patriot essays were an important tool for Adams through which he could accuse his enemies with his understanding and interpretation of historical events, and gain a victory by their deafening silence. He explained his purpose to Cunningham in July 1809. “I am in a fair way to give my criticks [sic] and enemies food enough to glut their appetites,” Adams wrote. “They spit their venom and hiss like serpents. But no facts are denied, no arguments confuted. I take no notice of their billingsgate. Let it boil and broil. I have had their secret hatred for ten years, for twenty years, for all my life indeed. And I had rather have their open hostility than their secret.”9

Over time, however, Cunningham became less a flatterer than a critic of Adams, taking particular umbrage at his repeated and often harsh criticisms of Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton.10 Cunningham’s shift from favor to enmity started slowly before finally arriving at a critical mass. His rhetoric struck such a pitch as to finally overshadow Adams’s own self-indulgence of his ire at his many targets and cause him to pause, and presciently wonder as to Cunningham’s mental stability. The first hint of serious trouble was Cunningham’s letter of June 14, 1809, in which he somewhat inappropriately, via hearsay and gossip, introduced the former president’s family into the discussion.

“An elderly and respectable clergyman, on his way home from Boston,” Cunningham wrote, “called on me last Friday, and continued over night. He informed me without any reserve, that Mr. Whitney, your Minister, represented to him, that your resolution to rescue your reputation from reproach, is regarded by your whole family as an unfortunate determination, but that you are inexorable to their entreaties to desist.”11

Adams replied on the twenty-second of the same month. Not yet cognizant of the growing schism between them, and still then not fully aware of Cunningham’s growing ire, Adams responded to the suggestion that his family disapproved of his public essays in the Boston Patriot with kindness and jocular humor. Making matters worse without realizing it, Adams sarcastically described to Cunningham the scene of laughter when he broached the subject at the dinner table.


I most sincerely thank you for your excellent letter of the fourteenth. It contains an abundance of matter that deserves, and shall have my most serious consideration. But at present I have not time to be serious. I had a delicious laugh with my family. I said nothing till we were all at table at dinner: My wife, my two daughters in law, my niece, Miss Louisa Smith, and my two grand daughters, misses, just entering their teens. My son was at Cambridge. I assumed a very grave countenance, and said I had received information, from fifty miles distance, that I had given offence to my family. I was very sorry to hear it, I wished to know which it was, that I might make my apology or give some satisfaction. Lord! Who? What? Why? what, sir, can you mean? sounded instantly from all quarters.

I learn that my family is grieved at my Letters in the Newspapers, and have intreated me to desist, but that I obstinately go on to their mortification. The whole table was in a roar at this. My Wife had read every line, I believe, but one letter, before it went to the press. She was not alarmed. My two daughters declared they had never said a word … Never, sir, was a more groundless report or a more sheer fabrication. Mr. Whitney never could have said any such things.12



Adams’s hilarity at Cunningham’s expense was graciously received.13 But Adams did not realize until too late that his correspondent’s once-strong support for him and his public attacks on others was changing mightily.

Upset by Adams’s harsh criticism of Jefferson, and of the tragically deceased Alexander Hamilton, Cunningham’s tone changed from flattery to one of deep, bitter anger. Eventually, Cunningham threatened to publish their correspondence. Horrified at Cunningham’s catastrophic shift against him, and alarmed at his harsh, threatening rhetoric, Adams soon realized the dangerous situation he himself had created by opening his unedited heart and soul to this distant relative and one-time friend.

Replying to a flurry of three letters in which Cunningham asserted that he would breach their agreement of confidentiality and go public with the letters, Adams wrote on January 16, 1810, “I have received your three last letters. The correspondence and conversations which have passed between us have been under the confidential seal of secrecy and friendship. Any violation of it will be a breach of honour and of plighted faith. I shall never release you from it …”14

Believing that Cunningham’s argumentative, accusatory, and alarming tone signaled not only personal and political disagreements but perhaps a profound mental disturbance or break, Adams continued, “I hope you will consider, before you plunge yourself into an abyss, which the melancholy and disturbed state of mind you appear to be in seems to render you at this time incapable of perceiving before you.” Adams signed this letter, “In hopes you will soon be more calm, I am your well wisher, John Adams.”15

Despite his threats, William Cunningham kept his original promise to Adams and did not publish their letters. Cunningham’s final letter to Adams was sent in January of 1812. Cunningham wrote, “I have been cruelly and unjustly treated by you—I have, nevertheless, in all that I have done, been sparing.”16 This concluded their communications; there is no record of Adams having replied. Adams’s fears that his trust in Cunningham had been misplaced would rest for ten years.

Confirming Adams’s concerns for his emotional stability, William Cunningham was swallowed by the abyss. Cunningham committed suicide in 1823.17 His death would not, however, put the matter of their unfortunate correspondence to rest.

When Cunningham died, the 1824 presidential election campaign was underway. Adams’s son, Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, was running against war hero and populist General Andrew Jackson in a heated political environment in which partisanship was the order of the day. In 1823, the abyss reached out for John Adams through Cunningham’s son.

Soon after his father’s death, Cunningham’s son Ephraim May Cunningham, a partisan Jackson supporter, published the confidential and damning correspondence between his late father and John Adams.

When Thomas Jefferson’s expected letter arrived at Montezillo in Quincy, Massachusetts, on that November morning in 1823 as Adams was sitting for breakfast, the Adams-Cunningham correspondence had already by then been widely distributed. Adams fully understood that what he had written to Cunningham could be used to undermine his son’s presidential aspirations, as well as do significant damage to his own admittedly limited future (not to mention his historical reputation). More personally significant, as the fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the republic approached, his most important friendship was now at stake—a friendship that pre-dated the republic.

* * *

“A letter from Mr. Jefferson, says I, I know what the substance is before I open it. There is no secrets between between Mr. Jefferson and me [sic], and I cannot read it; therefore you may open and read it,” Adams wrote to Jefferson on November 10, 1823. He was describing the scene in his kitchen as Jefferson’s letter of October twelfth was received, and opened.18

Though his vision had by then become so poor as to make reading difficult, perhaps in having his grandchildren read the letter aloud he was quietly communicating his fear also; he couldn’t bear to read the letter himself knowing that it might include Jefferson’s ire at his ill-tempered and unfortunate correspondence with Cunningham. There is humility and fear in Adams, and regret; the renewed Adams-Jefferson friendship, which, by 1823, was then eleven years old, had become for Adams his most important correspondence and non-family relationship; he did not want it to die.

“I do not write with the ease which your letter of September 18 supposes,” began Jefferson. “Crippled wrists and fingers make writing slow and laborious. But, while writing to you, I lose the sense of these things, in the recollection of antient [sic] times, when youth and health made happiness out of every thing. I forget for a while the hoary winter of age … until the friendly hand of death shall rid us of all at once.”19

The child continued reading aloud, the entire company enraptured by the prose of the sage of Monticello. As Jefferson described his efforts to create the University of Virginia, Adams must have been distracted with suspense, but not for long.

“Putting aside these things however for the present,” Jefferson continued, “I write this letter as due to a friendship co-eval with our government, and now attempted to be poisoned.”20 This was the signal to Adams that Jefferson was, at least, aware of the Cunningham letters. “I had for some time observed,” continued Jefferson, “dark hints and mysterious innuendos of a correspondence of yours with a friend, to whom you had opened your bosom without reserve, and which was to be made public by that friend, or his representative. And now it is said to be actually published. It has not yet reached us, but extracts have been given, and such as seemed most likely to draw a curtain of separation between you and myself.”21

Jefferson acknowledged that throughout their lives their friends and supporters had “placed us in a state of apparent opposition, which some might suppose to be personal also.” More importantly, there were those who “wished to make it so, by filling our ears with malignant falsehoods, by dressing up hideous phantoms of their own creation, presenting them to you under my name, to me under your’s.” Jefferson wrote that men “who have seen the false colours under which passion sometimes dresses the actions and motives of others, have seen also these passions subsiding … dissipating, like mists before the rising sun.”22

Embracing this idea that schemers, partisans, and men without honor and compassion could not destroy their friendship, Jefferson concluded this extraordinary letter of forgiveness and affection with assurances and loyalty. “Be assured, my dear Sir, that I am incapable of receiving the slightest impression from the effort now made to plant thorns on the pillow of age, worth, and wisdom, and to sow tares between friends who have been such for near half a century. Beseeching you then,” Jefferson continued, “not to suffer your mind to be disquieted by this wicked attempt to poison its peace, and praying you to throw it by, among the things which have never happened, I add sincere assurances of my unabated, and constant attachment, friendship and respect.”23 The response at Montezillo’s breakfast table to Jefferson’s sincere letter of appreciation, friendship, and forgiveness was electric.

Replying on the tenth of November, Adams wrote that when the reading of the letter “was done, it was followed by an [sic] universal exclamation, The best letter that ever was written, and round it went through the whole table—How generous! how noble! how magnanimous! I said it was just such a letter as I expected, only it was infinitely better expressed. A universal cry that the letter ought to be printed. No, hold, certainly not without Mr. Jefferson’s express leave.”24 Adams concluded his grateful letter to Jefferson with, “I salute your fire-side with cordial esteem and affection. J. A. in the 89 year of his age and still too fat to last much longer.”25 Though it was clear to Adams that there could be little time remaining to him he had no fear of death.

Fully aware that he was then at the conclusion of his life and that the final act must be fast approaching, Adams welcomed life’s next phase. Jefferson, too, at age eighty, was keenly conscious of his mortality, and felt his increasingly fragile health heavily. Both men notably retained their intellectual vigor to their very last days, with Adams reasonably expecting to precede Jefferson in death. “I am now the oldest of the little Congressional group that remain,” Adams wrote Jefferson in 1821. “I may therefore rationally hope to be the first to depart; and as you are the youngest and most energetic in mind and body, you may therefore rationally hope to be the last to take your flight.”26


2

“An Affection That Can Never Die”

SINCE THE RENEWAL of their long friendship after a decade of silence, the correspondence between the two founders and retired presidents had not gone unnoticed. Their letters from 1812 to 1826 cover an extraordinarily wide range of topics, which was entirely understandable as both men were much more than retired ex-presidents of the United States. The “Sage of Monticello” and the contentious philosopher of Montezillo, once described by Jefferson toward the end of his life as having been a “colossus on the floor” of Congress,1 together produced not only a “great monument of American literature”2 through their letters, “but one of the most learned and provocative correspondences—literary, philosophical, political, and scientific—in the history of the American republic.”3 Adams had once mentioned that he would have “no personal Objection to the Publication of it in the national Intelligencer.”4 Two years later, Jefferson informed Adams that “our correspondence has been observed at the post offices … Would you believe that a printer has had the effrontery to propose to me the letting him publish it?”5 Later, Adams suggested that Jefferson’s letters alone should be brought before the public. “I hope one day your letters will be all published in volumes; they will not always appear Orthodox, or liberal in politicks; but they will exhibit a Mass of Taste, Sense, Literature and Science, presented in a sweet simplicity and a neat elegance of Stile, which will be read with delight in future ages.”6

Their letters to each other took on a vast importance for both men. The disparity in the number of letters passing between Quincy and Monticello has been characterized by some historians as evidence that the relationship was more important to Adams than it was for Jefferson. One historian of the Revolution notes, “Of the 158 letters exchanged, Adams wrote 109, more than doubling the pace of the correspondence from Monticello.”7 Page Smith in his two-volume biography of Adams wrote that, “the correspondence between the two men was fitful. Sometimes as much as six months would pass, with three or four letters from Adams, before Jefferson replied. When he did, Adams would invariably dash off an answering letter within a few days.”8 Dumas Malone, in his massive, award-winning biography of Jefferson, wrote that Adams “appears on the whole, and especially at first, to have gained more pleasure from their renewed friendship than his correspondent did. The older, lonelier, and the less occupied of the two, he seems to have had more need of it. It was precious to both of them, however, and well deserves its renown.”9

Shortly after the renewal of their friendship in 1813, from June 28 to August 14, Adams sent twelve letters to Jefferson before finally receiving a lengthy response in early September. Acknowledging the disparity, Adams wrote humorously and with self-deprecation in the midst of the deluge of letters he sent from Quincy to Monticello, “Never mind it, my dear Sir, if I write four Letters to your one; your one is worth more than my four.”10 This should not be misconstrued as false modesty on Adams’s part but rather seen in context as a demonstration among many made by Adams throughout the correspondence with which Adams expressed deep affection and respect for Jefferson. These feelings were entirely reciprocated by Adams’s former vice president, and expressions of mutual care, regard, concern, and deep fondness went back and forth from Quincy and Charlottesville with every communication between them. For example, Jefferson’s response to Adams’s twelve-letter flurry closed with a declaration of affection that he would expound upon repeatedly, ending his letter with, “ever and affectionately your’s.”11 These statements of mutual affection are essential signals in gaining further insight into Adams and Jefferson as individuals, and the value that both placed upon this most important and long-lived friendship. Though these signals of mutual affection now seem clear, it had not always been so.

Page Smith, a noted biographer of Adams, believed that “it was revealing of the two men that Adams in his letters to Jefferson signed himself, ‘Yours affectionately’; ‘With the most cordial esteem, your friend and servant’; ‘My dear friend, adieu’; while Jefferson never varied from the correctly formal, ‘Dear Sir, your most obedient humble servant.’ ”12 However, Smith’s assertion that Jefferson “never varied” his letter closings from the formal, somewhat emotionally distant style is not correct. “The warmth and affection of their relationship, to be sure, had been rather more in John and Abigail than in Jefferson,” wrote Smith. “As with most charming men, the Virginian held something of himself in reserve. There was in him an ultimate area, a kind of interior arctic region—remote and lonely and cold. It might be said that Jefferson was so gracious, so affable, so easy to know, that few men ever knew him; Adams, on the other hand, awkward and stiff, often repelled people on slight acquaintance, but when he gave his friendship he gave it as he gave everything without reservation or restraint, abandoning his defenses and opening his heart.”13

Smith mistakenly and somewhat controversially concluded that “it might be said that Adams loved Jefferson, while Jefferson liked Adams.”14 Jefferson’s own attestations of his affection for both Abigail and John Adams were often described to them directly in his letters, as will be shown, which further illustrate Smith’s error. Jefferson’s emotional “reserve” as noted by Smith and many others has long been accepted as a component of Jefferson’s character, as have Adams’s garrulousness, vanity, and contentiousness. The great value in the relationship between Adams and Jefferson as played out and recorded not by others but by each other through their personal letters is that it illuminates deeper facets of these great men that no biographer or historian can properly summarize in a line, or a “thumbnail sketch.” It is simply a mistaken over-simplification to suggest that Adams and Jefferson did not love each other, as respect and affection is inscribed in numerous expressions and turns of phrase in almost every letter that passed between them.

By the time their friendship was renewed many of the sharp edges of partisan bitterness, disappointment, and hurt had been softened by the passage of time, particularly for Adams. Jefferson for his part knew that this was so—his magnanimous response to Adams regarding the publication of the Cunningham letters was sure proof. What in past decades could easily have destroyed their friendship was allowed to dissipate like a wisp of cold November wind against the sturdy walls of Monticello or Montezillo.

What the Adams-Jefferson friendship and correspondence shows is nothing less than two great men who had reached the height of their intellectual and emotional development and who would, in the course of their conversations, set a pattern of understanding, acceptance, and forgiveness that ranks their letters as a monument to human compassion and grace.

In attempting to understand the scope and complexity of the lives of these great men—diplomats, presidents, philosophers, national heroes—the importance of this series of letters between Adams and Jefferson had sometimes been minimized. There has long been a reasonable desire to “get to the heart” of an historical person, to find some otherwise missed, previously unseen essential quality or action that explains that person and his or her life. The consequence of this pursuit of essentials, a kind of misleading oversimplification and deconstructionism, can only result in an insufficient approach to comprehension. The depth and breadth of their correspondence necessarily overturns any analytical approach based on simplification and reductive “essentialism.” A recent reassessment of the founding fathers is a case in point.

The author of a recent history of the American revolutionary leaders described the consequences of Adams’s and Jefferson’s return from diplomatic service in Europe. After their long years in Europe, the two men, the historian wrote, were “out of synch with things in America. On his return, Jefferson found his countrymen entranced by trade, commerce, and the quest for luxury goods, and eager to embrace policies of public finance and customs of hierarchy and deference. To his eyes, such things were symptoms of incipient monarchy and aristocracy, the political equivalent of smallpox and the plague, and he responded with all the vehemence, eloquence, and horror of which his humorless, thin-skinned soul was capable.”15 Had the author juxtaposed Mr. Jefferson’s magnanimous letter to Adams of October 12, 1823, in which Jefferson forgave his old friend for the harsh criticisms he had read in excerpts of Adams’s letters to Cunningham, the term “thin-skinned” would perhaps not have been employed.

The Adams-Jefferson correspondence, and the friendship that it represents, defeats every attempt at “thumbnail sketching” either man—those terse blocks of supposed definitive statements and descriptions by which some authors hope to provide their readers with an accurate and insightful biographical summation.

Though the many negative decades of Adams’s historical reputation in the public mind now are apparently receding, that of Mr. Jefferson has been rocked by an old shadow recently made more solid than when it first appeared as a disturbing political smear in 1802.

The shadow of impropriety and hypocrisy that fell across the memory of Mr. Jefferson at the end of the twentieth century is one from which, for some, the third president is unlikely to ever fully emerge. Though Jefferson’s historical reputation had previously been a generally and consistently positive (if not entirely enthusiastic) one, events in the late twentieth century have fundamentally and forever challenged Jefferson’s legacy. DNA tests that appear to confirm the legitimacy of old, slanderous-appearing accusations involving Jefferson and his slave Sally Hemings have resulted in significant damage to Jefferson’s stature in both academic and popular thought.16

While Jefferson’s memory now suffers a fate worse than that of Adams’s, that of the second president has long suffered the slings and arrows of outrageous characterizations. One scholar, in a 2006 article17 that compares the leadership styles of the first three presidents, acknowledged that his negative portrayal of Adams is in conflict with more positive characterizations from recent biographers such as David McCullough and Joseph Ellis.18 Admitting “his emphasis on Adams’s shortcomings as chief executive” the author suggested that his was nevertheless an accurate portrayal, as opposed to the more positive portraits by overly enthusiastic historians who were mistakenly enraptured and misguided by the wealth of fascinating source materials left to posterity by Adams. “The same qualities of biting honesty, prolix writing, and determined independence that so offended colleagues have endeared Adams to scholars,” the historian asserted. “They delight in his vivid quotations, exhaustive documentation, and utter inability to hide his feelings or cover his tracks. He is such a remarkably instructive and cooperative historical source precisely because he was so difficult for most of his contemporaries to work with.”19

The political careers of Adams and Jefferson, their successes and errors, have generated a depth and breadth of opinion not only wide-ranging and long-lived, but entirely disparate, from worshipful veneration to insulting dismissal, to disgust and anger. Their complexity prevents either of them from being readily “pigeonholed,” “thumbnailed,”or even easily understood. One segment alone of their long lives is not sufficient a sample from which to assume general truths. Jefferson and Adams knew full well that some historians would indulge in these types of over-simplified characterizations of them.Knowing that their letters to each other would likely be posthumously published, their correspondence took on a far greater importance to them in that it would always stand as explanation and counterargument to future critics whose thumbnails were smaller and sharper than they ought to be.

“You and I ought not to die before we have explained ourselves to each other,”20 Adams wrote, early into their renewed friendship. There was much to be hashed out between the two, old friends now brought back together after over a decade of silence. Some water runs slow under the bridges of life—their letters did much to move the stream along, swifter and with fewer obstructions. There is much discussion, friendly debate, an abundance of mutual respect and affection, and sometimes heated words amid all the explanations. They reviewed their lives together through letters, and smoothed out the rough edges and misunderstandings that still remained as best they could. In much the same way that Adams and Jefferson were writing to one another, they were also documenting themselves for future generations.

Their correspondence is a record of a deep friendship marked by profound affection between two of America’s greatest men, leaders of their generation, and founders of a new democratic republic never seen before in the history of governments and humanity. Adams and Jefferson worked closely together as members of the Continental Congress, then later as fellow diplomats representing the United States at the seats of government of Great Britain and France. Adams returned to the United States from his post as first minister to London in 1788, followed by Jefferson a year later as revolution shattered France. Jefferson had been the second American minister to the Court of Louis XVI (Benjamin Franklin had been the first) when he returned home from Europe in 1789, and was appointed secretary of state in Washington’s administration soon thereafter.21

Adams’s departure from Europe brought a flurry of affection and regrets from both Jefferson and Adams at their impending separation (which would be short-lived). “There are but two Circumstances, which will be regretted by me, when I leave Europe,” Adams wrote. “One is the opportunity Searching any questions … in any books that may be wanted, and the other will be the Interruption of that intimate Correspondence with you, which is one of the most agreeable Events in my Life.”22 When Jefferson first heard of Adams’s decision to return to America (and to take Abigail with him, of course) Jefferson wrote, “I learn with real pain the resolution you have taken of quitting Europe … I shall now feel bewidowed.”23

Jefferson’s friendship and professional association with John Adams also included Abigail Adams. A brilliant and articulate woman, Jefferson wrote to Abigail just as he did with any of his great and close friends. Bound by mutual affection and common purposes while in Europe, Abigail and Jefferson had by then already shared a long correspondence characterized by deep friendship that would later be put painfully aside due to political differences and personal hurts. As their departure for America approached, Jefferson saw their leaving as the beginning of an era for him that he expected would be one of unhappiness and loneliness. “I have considered you while in London as my neighbor, and look forward to the moment of your departure from thence as to an epoch of much regret and concern for me,” Jefferson wrote from Paris to Abigail in London. “Insulated and friendless on this side of the globe, with such an ocean between me and everything to which I am attached the days will seem long which are to be counted over before I too am to rejoin my native country.”24

Commenting late in 1787 on the political upheavals in France that would soon explode as the French Revolution, and later prove to be the foundations of the greatest challenge of his administration, Adams observed, “All Europe resounds with Projects for reviving, States and Assemblies, I think: and France is taking the lead.—How such assemblies will mix, with Simple Monarchies, is the question.” Suggesting that such a mix (between popular government and monarchism) was not possible, Adams presciently concluded that “attempts to reconcile Contradictions will not succeed, and to think of Reinstituting Republics, as absurdly constituted as were the most which the world has seen, would be to revive Confusion and Carnage, which must again End in despotism.”25 Adams prepared for his return to the United States and closed his letter to Jefferson of December 10, 1787, “with the tenderest Affection of Friendship.”26 After his arrival in Braintree (a part of which would later be incorporated into a new town called “Quincy”) in January 1798, Adams reiterated his deep connection with Jefferson by closing a short official letter of introduction for “John Coffin Jones, Esqr, an eminent Merchant of Boston and a late Member of the Legislature from that Town,” by asserting that “I am with an affection that can never die, your Friend and Servant, John Adams.”27

Acknowledging Adams’s letter of introduction for Mr. Jones, Jefferson informed him from Paris, on May 10, 1789, that he intended to use the man as a “channel of evidencing to you how much I esteem whatever comes from you.” Jefferson closed the letter affectionately, including his expectations of the near future. “Present me affectionately to Mrs. Adams, Colonel and Mrs. Smith.28 I hope to see you all this summer, and to return this fall to my prison;29 for all Europe would be a prison to me, were it ten times as big. Adieu my dear friend.”30

Jefferson’s views of the likely outcome of the French Revolution and the possibility of war between England and France were quite different, and not nearly as accurate as those of his diplomatic colleague and friend. “The lunacy of the king of England will probably place the affairs of that country under a regency; and as regencies are generally pacific, we may expect that they will concur with this country (France) in an unwillingness to enter into war,” Jefferson wrote to Adams on December 5, 1788. “The internal tranquility of this country (France), which had never been so far compromitted as to produce bloodshed, was entirely reestablished by the announcing of the States general early in the next year, the reestablishment of the parliament and the substitution of Mr. Neckar in the department of finance instead of the Archbishop of Sens.”31 The attack on the Bastille and the attendant bloodshed which accompanied that significant moment of victory for the French revolutionaries occurred only some eight months after Jefferson had written his hopeful letter of December 5, 1788. The horrific brutality and murders at the Bastille marked the centrality of violence, and social and civic upheaval which would become so characteristic of the French Revolution—an eventual whirlwind of horrors from which the United States had escaped during its Revolution. The political changes that eventually engulfed France soon would affect all of Europe, including Great Britain, and the United States. In fact, relations with France, and the serious possibility of war with that country, America’s first ally, would be the central challenge of John Adams’s presidency (1797–1801).

French maritime and diplomatic policies toward the United States (and the Adams administration’s responses to them) would be the foremost among those issues that separated the two American national political parties of the day, the Federalists and Democratic-Republicans (often known as “Republicans,” and later the Democratic Party). As leaders of their respective parties,32 Adams and Jefferson, though president and vice president respectively, did not view matters regarding France eye-to-eye. The two old friends, who had said goodbye to one another in Europe in 1788 with such affection, soon became bitter political opponents.

Though he was vice president during Adams’s presidency, Jefferson was not at all in accord with administration policies toward France. Very much a Francophile, Jefferson was a devotee of French wines, architecture, cuisine, culture, history, etc., while Adams and his fellow Federalists were not. The “Ancien Regime” of Louis XVI, (essentially, monarchist pre-revolutionary France) whose military and financial support had been so important to American victory over the British during the American Revolution, was, by the time Adams became president, eradicated—and Louis himself executed by the National Convention in 1793.

When Adams took his oath of office in March 1797, France and Great Britain were then at war, one of numerous conflicts involving revolutionary France and her neighbors (including also Austria, Prussia, Italy, Spain, Russia, and others). President Washington’s policy had been one of neutrality, which Adams as his loyal successor promised to continue. Though serving as Adams’s vice president, Jefferson did not agree with this approach to France or England. Americans remembered with affection and appreciation the significant financial and military aid that France had provided to the revolutionaries of 1776. Many believed that the United States would not have gained its independence from Great Britain without the aid of pre-revolutionary France.

The anti-monarchy Revolution in France was watched very closely in the United States particularly because so many Americans felt a natural friendship for France. Support for the French Revolution was then common among Americans. However, by Adams’ inauguration, the cruelty, violence, and militarism of the Revolution in France had turned respect and support to revulsion and dismay among a majority of Americans including President Adams—though not Vice President Jefferson.

Support and affection for France, the great indispensable ally of the Revolution (and a fellow republic), and opposition to Great Britain—the hated despotic “mother country”—were at the core of Democratic-Republican foreign policy thinking. Federalist ambivalence and antipathy toward France since the French revolution, and apparent interest in normalization of relations (particularly trade) with Great Britain, were positions that Jefferson and his many republican allies could not abide. These incompatible positions would bring the country to a fever pitch of internal partisan enmity during the Adams administration. The cataclysmic political shifts in France and across Europe, combined with differences in domestic politics and national policy, created a growing divide between Adams and Jefferson that neither affection nor friendship could bridge. In a letter years later to his friend and fellow signer of the Declaration of Independence, Dr. Benjamin Rush of Philadelphia, Adams complained bitterly of the damage that the French Revolution had done to his friendship with Jefferson and to the country.

“I have reason to remember these things, for I have heard him assert them and enlarge upon them with the utmost astonishment. I have reason to remember them moreover, because these were the first topicks upon which we ever differed in opinions upon political subjects.”33 During the final year of Jefferson’s second term, and eight years after his own presidency had ended, Adams regretfully and bitterly wrote, “I have reason to remember them too because his opinions recommended him to the French Revolutionary Government and Nation, and especially to all the Friends, Ambassadors, Consuls and other agents as well as to all other Frenchman in America, even to Talleyrand and the Duke de Liancourt, who all exerted all their influence and all their Praises to exalt Mr. Jefferson over my shoulders, and to run me down as an Aristocrat and a Monarchist. I have reason to remember it too because my opinion of the French Revolution, produced a coldness towards me in all my old Revolutionary Friends, and an Inclination towards Mr. Jefferson, which broke out in violent Invectives and false imputations upon me and in flattering Panegyricks upon Mr. Jefferson, till they ended in a consignment of me forever to private Life and the elevation of him to the President’s Chair. My writings were but a Pretext. They knew that neither Aristocracy or Monarchy were recommended to this Country in any of them.”34

The support of pre-revolutionary France had been a significant determinant in the outcome of the American Revolution (if not the deciding factor); the posture of France toward America would then necessarily be significant during the Washington and Adams administrations.

Adams and Jefferson were both aware that many of the early revolutionary leaders in France had looked to the American Revolution as a model, with particular emphasis on the American Constitution. Adams and Jefferson were heroes and guides to many of them. As founders of the American Republic and both having had diplomatic experience in France, Adams as envoy, Jefferson as minister, few men in American leadership circles could have been more interested in the course of the French Revolution—and in a better position to understand it.

As their own Revolution had been anti-monarchical, and strongly republican, they had more than merely philosophical ties to the upheavals in France. They had certainly hoped that the concepts of democracy and representative, constitutional government would spread and create new popular republican revolutions. Though minister to France Jefferson had believed as late as 1786 that the French people were happier with their King and government than Englishmen were with theirs, and viewed the convening of the Estates-General in 1789 as indicative of a return to a more stable political environment in France, he also knew from direct observation that poverty, economic conditions, and class inequality were devastating problems.35

Jefferson’s travels through France’s wine regions in the early part of 1787 provided him with a thorough knowledge of les vins de France and an eye-opening understanding of the circumstances of the people who worked in the vineyards and made the wines that he came to revere. At many of the chateaux Jefferson visited, where some of the finest wines in the world were produced, he observed extreme poverty. The shocking disparity of living and working conditions in the vineyard regions between the lower and aristocratic classes later produced a red harvest of rebellion and political upheavals.36

The extreme changes that the Revolution created in France and across Europe—from the convening of the Estates-General in 1789 to the end of the Revolution with the coronation of Napoleon Bonaparte as Emperor of France in 1804—were rivaled by the speed and unexpectedness of their arrival. Even the great observer, scholar, and diplomat Thomas Jefferson, though he had served as American Commissioner, then later as minister to France from 1784 and 1789, was astounded at the seismic changes that the Revolution brought to French society and government.

In a 1786 letter to Abigail Adams posted from Paris, Jefferson wrote of the tranquility and political stability of the French capital. “Here we have singing, dauncing, laugh, and merriment. No assassinations, no treasons, rebellions nor other dark deeds,” Jefferson observed. Though he had not seen them coming, enough dark deeds would soon occur in Paris and across France (and beyond) to horrify much of the world.

“When our king37 goes out, they fall down and kiss the earth where he has trodden: and then they go to kissing one another. And this is the truest wisdom. They have as much happiness in one year as an Englishman in ten,”38 Jefferson assured Abigail Adams, who was then living in London at the Court of St. James. His extensive travels in the French wine regions less than a year later introduced him to a less sanguine side of France, most certainly a very different terroir compared to the salons and diplomatic finery of the French capital.

The pre-revolutionary period in France is described by one author as essentially an upheaval waiting to happen. “Two percent of the population, the clergy and nobility, owned or controlled ninety-eight percent of the nation’s wealth.”39 This extreme disparity of wealth distribution did not go unnoticed by Jefferson. “I was much an enemy of monarchies before I came to Europe,” Jefferson wrote to President Washington two days after returning to Paris from his vineyard tour across France, Germany, and Italy. “I am now 10,000 times more so.”40

Less than a year before the fall of the Bastille Jefferson had suggested to Adams that the convening of the Estates-General was an indication of the reestablishment of “internal tranquility” in France.41 Eight months later the French monarchy would be all but overthrown, and there is good reason to believe that the king’s earlier vigorous support of the American revolutionaries had been instrumental in his fall. An insightful historian of the French Revolution observed that “when Louis XVI allied with republican rebels who had proclaimed no taxation without representation, his subjects could scarcely help reflecting on why this principle was not deemed appropriate in France.”42

Jefferson, like most observers, was caught flatfooted as the Revolution swept across France. Fewer still had any conception of the vast scope and reach that the upheavals in France would cause. During his second term as president, Jefferson admitted to a friend from his Parisian ministry days that he had “had no apprehension that the tempest, of which I saw the beginning, was to spread over such an extent of space and time.”43

The French Revolution would reshape the map of Europe and directly influence American domestic and foreign policy. For Adams, it would play a central role in the course of his administration; for Jefferson it would be, among other things, part and parcel of a growing divergence in worldviews and politics between himself and his great friend Adams. Actions of both men that would later have significant impacts on American political life, national policy, and on their friendship would be directed by how they viewed the French Revolution. For one it was glorious (though regrettably but forgivably violent and bloody); for the other, little less than an appalling catastrophe. These diverging views would set the two friends on alternate paths whose future points of convergence soon became impossible for either man to see.

“The French nation has been awakened by our revolution,” Jefferson wrote to Washington in late 1788.44 Adams later summarized his cynical feelings of responsibility for the Revolution in France. “Have I not been employed in mischief all my days?” Adams asked his friend Dr. Rush. “Did not the American Revolution produce the French Revolution? And did not the French Revolution produce all the calamities and desolations to the human race and the whole globe ever since? I meant well, however.”45 France was their first revolutionary offspring, and a problem child it surely had become.46


3

“I Would Have Seen Half the Earth Desolated”

WHEN THE REVOLUTION came to France and swept away the old order of that society at every level, it had a devastating rippling effect across Europe, and then across the Atlantic to the new United States. The details of the Revolution, its personalities and myriad events of importance, controversy, and violence have been exhaustively documented. Most likely to be missed however in the extensive historical analysis of that period is the impact that the French Revolution had on the people and political leadership of the early American Republic. By 1797, President Adams and his then apparently still friendly political opponent, Vice President Jefferson, initially disagreed about the meaning of the Revolution in France, and diverged further as to the correct American posture toward the new French Republic.

Long before their final breach during Adams’s presidency, preceded and followed by open antagonisms, Jefferson and Adams had explained their differences in letters. Reacting to Shay’s Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1787, Jefferson had written from Paris to Abigail, who was horrified by the rebellion. Jefferson reassured her that “the spirit of resistance to government is so valuable on certain occasions, that I wish it to be always kept alive … I like a little rebellion now and then.”1

Later that same year, during discussions regarding the ratification of the Constitution, Adams described to Jefferson his perspective on the nature of their political differences. His comments are the essential arguments against Jeffersonian-Republican populism and were typical of federalist thought. “You are afraid of the one—I, of the few. We agree perfectly that the many should have a full fair and perfect Representation,” Adams explained. “You are Apprehensive of Monarchy; I, of Aristocracy.”2 Adams’s fear of aristocracy, his support for a strong central executive, and his often public criticism of the populist, anti–monarchist political opposition lent credence to the idea, later leveraged heavily by Adams’s political enemies, that he was a secret monarchist. Adams would refute this accusation for decades with mixed though generally negative results. Only much later, in his letters to Jefferson, was Adams finally and thoroughly convincing in smashing (even to Jefferson’s satisfaction) the false accusations of his supposed monarchist tendencies.

When the French Revolution began, it was widely supported in the United States. Jefferson embraced it because it seemed to him (and to many others) something of a continuity of the American revolutionary model; entirely populist and, eventually, thoroughly anti-monarch. Adams was much less enamored with the Revolution particularly after the execution of the French King. For Adams, the Revolution in France seemed to embody his worst fears of anarchy and the brutality of mob rule. By the time of his presidency he was absolutely leery of it—not so for his vice president.

Jefferson did not agree with Adams that violence, even the excesses of the French Revolution (much of which was institutionally sanctioned), necessarily then negated the validity of the republican goals of that populist uprising. He was far more forgiving of the revolutionaries in France than his old friend. Moreover, Jefferson believed that violence, and even the murders of innocents, were justifiable sacrifices for the success of the Revolution. Jefferson’s statements in favor of armed revolt and his acceptance of violence to further republican revolutions have a chilly quality to them that have caused controversy and even disillusion for some students of history.

Adams could certainly get his ire going and his rhetoric in a froth to match particularly when he considered perceived injustices against him or his historical reputation; his unfortunate letters to William Cunningham are illustrative. According to one of Jefferson’s leading biographers, Adams “like Jefferson, … was prone to exaggerated statements, indulging in them in public as well as private to the confusion of others regarding his actual political philosophy of a balanced government, but he showed remarkable prevision regarding the course of events in France.”3 While Jefferson viewed violence in France as an unpleasant but sometimes necessary component of the entirety of the very salutary shifts that entailed the Revolution, Adams saw violence in the Revolution as a profoundly disturbing and inherent negative characteristic of it. One historian, author of a popular late twentieth-century history of the French Revolution, echoed Adams and Edmund Burke when he wrote, “in some depressingly unavoidable sense, violence was the Revolution itself.”4

Jefferson’s enthusiasm for the French Revolution and his acceptance of its violence would cause confusion later for many Americans struggling to understand Jefferson’s complicated character. Adams’s rhetorical excesses have long been understood as key traits of the second president; Jefferson’s highly charged rhetoric (which, as with Adams, would negatively affect some of his most important friendships and associations) continue to cause confusion about him, however.

In a letter to William Smith (later John Adams’s son-in-law), then in Paris, Jefferson wrote enthusiastically of the tax revolt (later called Shay’s Rebellion) that had occurred in Massachusetts in 1787. “God forbid we should ever be 20 years without such a rebellion,” Jefferson wrote. “What country can preserve it’s [sic] liberties if their rulers are not warned from time to time that their people preserve the spirit of resistance? Let them take arms. The remedy is to set them right as to facts, pardon & pacify them. What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots & tyrants. It is it’s [sic] natural manure.”5 Jefferson believed that Revolution, and the message of popular empowerment that such revolts send to rulers, were an important bulwark against (and response to) tyranny. Jefferson ensconced the right to rebel in the preamble to the Declaration of Independence.6 His was not simply a disinterested support for revolution, nor however was he unappreciative of the costs and risks. Jefferson’s was a longer view of governments and revolutions—he saw the horrors that some popular revolutions bring with them (particularly the French example) as sometimes necessary excesses that are acceptable when, in the course of time and as a result of revolution, despotism is replaced by the rule of the people. A letter of Jefferson’s to his friend and then American Charge d’Affairs in France, William Short, further illuminates the third president’s views.

Once Jefferson’s personal secretary in Paris, Short was often Jefferson’s guest at Monticello. Their relationship was unusually close for that of employee and employer; Jefferson once described Short as his “adopted son.”7 While serving as secretary of state under Washington after his return from Paris, Jefferson had both a professional and personal interest in the reports of his close friend, then serving as the American representative at Paris. When a string of heated communications critical of the excesses of the French revolutionaries was received from Short late in 1792, through both official and private channels, Jefferson replied stridently and with rebukes. Of his many thousands of letters, his early 1793 reply to William Short is extraordinary for its sharp wording.8

The institutional, political, and cultural upheavals of the Revolution in France up to late 1792 had made a significant impact on Short. His proximity to events, particularly the September Massacres of that year, must certainly have been at the center of Short’s loss of faith in the political tidal shifts then occurring in France. These events prompted many, not only Short, to reexamine the course of the Revolution. One modern historian wrote of the hundreds of prison murders that occurred across Paris during the first days of that September, toward which the leaders of the revolutionary government shamefully turned a blind eye,9 as “… the event which more than almost any other exposed a central truth of the French Revolution: its dependence on organized killing to accomplish political ends. For however virtuous the principles of the kingless France were supposed to be, their power to command allegiance depended, from the very beginning, on the spectacle of death.”10 This idea of the French revolutionaries killing political enemies, nonconformists, and the innocent for political purposes would be confirmed again and again in the coming months and years.

Short’s condemnation of the horrific events of September 1792 is echoed by another historian from the early twentieth century. “Words should hardly be defiled by describing the horrors of those September days,” the appalled author wrote, “when a horde of savages, men and women in their outward form but animals within, frenzied with the lust of blood, surged from prison to prison, massacring the helpless crowds of prisoners … which have left bloodstains on the history of France never to be washed out.”11 These atrocities did not happen without those writers and agitators who had set the stage for them with their heated, extreme, and so often hyperbolic rhetoric of fear, hatred, partisanship, and justifications of (political) violence. The seeds of hatred and violence had been planted for decades and generations with crushing tax burdens, extreme political and social inequality, and the lettres de cachet from the king that sent any man or woman in the country to prison (without trial) on the whimsy alone of the king. In addition, Paris had been rife with rumors of widespread impending prison breaks by nobles, non-juring priests, criminals, and sundry opponents of the Revolution, which would be, it was feared, followed by murderous attacks against patriots and their families across the city. These frightening whispers of impending counter-revolutionary violence fueled the fears (even to hysteria) of those who supported the new government.12 “Danton must be blamed, like Camille Desmoulins and Marat,13 for working upon the imagination of a people already hysterical with fear and hatred,” the historian of more than a century ago wrote, “and afterwards for condoning and slurring over atrocities which dragged the revolutionary ideals of liberty and justice through the shambles of barbarous revenge.”14 The partisanship of some in the new United States was also, at this time, sometimes extraordinary and excessive though the consequences of participation for French and American opinion-makers were altogether of a different magnitude.

By the summer of 1789—amid economic crisis, wide-spread frustrations over unfulfilled promises of reform, the convening of the Estates-General, and a growing popular antipathy toward the monarchy (based largely on enlightenment concepts of liberty and democracy, frustration at the slow pace of reforms, and widespread agitation for significant and effective changes)—France had become a proverbial powder keg. The republican zeal of one man lit the flame of revolution and war that would engulf France and finally much of Europe—and enmesh the United States in an almost impossible diplomatic conundrum, a challenge that John Adams would be required to navigate and resolve.

Camille Desmoulins was the torchbearer. He and his fellow revolutionary leaders, as astutely described by one early twentieth-century biographer, were eventually “overwhelmed by that monster which they themselves had helped to arose.”15 The revolutionary trajectory of this hot-headed, talented, fanatical, muckraking journalist/polemicist is an illustration in miniature of the convulsions of the first years of the Revolution and its eventual failure—and the collapse of the highest hopes of Republicans everywhere.

The dismissal of the popular Finance Minister Jacques Necker by direct order of the King (and Necker’s swift, unceremonious departure from the country) early in July 1789 was seen by French Republicans and reformers as a clear signal from the monarchy that it was becoming less tolerant toward republicanism. Upon hearing the news of this dramatic dismissal and shift in royal opinion against reform, a previously unknown twenty-nine-year-old provincial lawyer from Guise—and former schoolmate of future Jacobin leader Maximilien Robespierre—Camille Desmoulins, climbed atop a table outside the Café Foy in the Palais Royale, then the social hub of Paris. Thousands of people were there strolling, chatting, and enjoying the mid-July sun when, for a brief critical moment, all eyes were on Camille Desmoulins.

Noted for a self-admitted stammer, on that day he had no such difficulties. Apparently carried away with revolutionary fervor he whipped the crowd into a frenzy of anger and insurrection.

“Citizens!” he cried, “you know that the whole nation had demanded that Necker should be preserved to it! I have just returned from Versailles—Necker is dismissed! This dismissal is the tocsin of the St. Bartholomew of the patriots. Tonight, the Swiss and German battalions will come forth from the Champs de Mars to massacre us. There is not a moment to lose! We have only one resource; it is to arm ourselves instantly, and to put on cockades by which we may recognize one another.”16

Green leaves were torn from nearby trees to make cockades, the color of hope according to Camille. Then, pulling two pistols from under his coat he continued his impassioned call/harangue to resistance and defiance. “My friends! the police are here! They observe, they watch me. Well, then, it is I who call my brethren to liberty! But I will not fall alive into the hands of the police! Let all good citizens imitate me! To arms! To arms!”17

Two days later, July fourteenth, elements of this very same crowd, now armed, increased in numbers, and stoked to a hot pitch of revolutionary anger, attacked the Bastille—hated for generations as the great symbol of monarchist tyranny—and started a revolution. The fall of that royal prison, now marked every year in France as Bastille Day, is considered the first explosion of popular violence of the French Revolution. It would not be the last.

Poverty stricken, Desmoulins quickly turned from the path of public oration and began a career as a republican polemicist, pamphleteer, and revolutionary. Mistakenly described by a later writer as “the greatest journalist of the Revolution, and indeed the greatest journalist France had ever produced”; though Camille was certainly neither, he was no stranger to overheated rhetoric and pandering to the masses.18 Pamphlet sales brought him out of poverty and earned him a well-deserved reputation as a man unafraid to go, rhetorically, “toe to toe” with anyone. Less putridly blood-thirsty than some of his fellow radical revolutionary pamphleteers such as Hebert and Marat, both of whom would come to bad ends, Camille was no stranger to the dark waters of recommending and defending acts of malice and violence (for political ends) to his readers.

Desmoulins’s first pamphlet, “La France Libre,” laid out the stakes of the Revolution and the high price that some would necessarily be forced to pay. “Never was richer booty offered to conqueror,” he wrote. “Forty thousand palaces, hotels, castles, two-fifths of the estates of France to be distributed as the prize of your valour. The nation shall be purged, and strangers, bad citizens, all those who prefer their private interest to the general good, shall be exterminated.”19 Those who did not properly follow the republican path might find themselves strung up on a public lantern post. Such was the tone of Camille when he self-identified in his writings as “le procureur-general de la lantern.” The implications of his paraphrasing of an old Latin proverb containing the phrase, “those who do evil hate the light” as “rascals do not like the lantern,”20 was not easily mistaken.

Desmoulins was soon courted by the top leadership of the Revolution—first by Mirabeau, then Danton, and then Robespierre. His impeccable credentials as a dedicated republican revolutionary propagandist were oddly juxtaposed with a romantic and tender heart. Only much later would he fully understand the power of his published words.

No other important leader of the French Revolution drama other than Camille Desmoulins was known at the time by their first name only. His almost childlike enthusiasm had long allowed him a certain indulgence for his personal and rhetorical excesses. This however was not a carte blanche.

As most of the population of France during the time of the Revolution was illiterate, there is some question as to who was reading Camille’s erudite and classical allusion-heavy publications. His pamphlets were selling and generating revenue for him, but were his ideas so attractive as to be somehow disseminated to (and accepted by) the masses of unread and unlettered citoyens who formed the core of the Parisian urban mob of the Revolution? Camille believed that “the people” supported him.

During his last minutes Camille called for their aid. Gathered in their thousands to watch him die they did nothing but heap scorn and derision upon him. Perhaps he had had a sense that something like this would be the final scene; at his trial he had declared without humility, “I am thirty-three, the age of the Sansculotte Jesus; a critical age for every patriot.”21

At the age of thirty Camille married in Paris toward the end of 1790.22 Among the sixty signers of the Desmoulins’s marriage contract were Brissot and Robespierre. It soon became clear however that, in Paris and across France, “there was a force stronger than love—private and public fear.”23 When, three years later, he was called before his fellow Jacobins on December 14, 1793, Camille declared that of the sixty witnesses at his wedding he had then “only two friends left, Robespierre and Danton. All the others have either emigrated or been guillotined.”24

On August 10, 1792, a mob attacked the royal family then living at the Tuileries Palace. There the loyal Swiss Guards were massacred almost to a man, and many hundreds of the attackers were also killed. The King and his family were taken to The Temple (a centuries-old fortress constructed by the Knights Templar) as prisoners; the monarchy had fallen. An historian, writing at the close of the eighteenth century, described Camille as having “materially assisted (in) the success of the insurrectionists in August, by preparing the public mind for acts of barbarity.”25 Camille was elected to the Convention as a representative from Paris and quickly appointed by Danton, then minister of justice, as his secretary.

Events now passed for many in France at a seemingly accelerated rate.26 Madame Roland, one of the leading Girondins, noted this in 1792 shortly after the royal family’s failed attempt to flee France, when she wrote to a friend, “We are living through ten years in twenty-four hours; events and emotions are jumbled together and follow each other with a singular rapidity.”27

The trial of Louis began in January, 1793—the outcome a fairly apparent foregone conclusion to all. One of the more enthusiastic proponents of the death sentence was Camille.

His speech at the Convention in support of execution (a rare public pronouncement) was, to one early nineteenth-century historian, “so violent in its language that it reveals an unbalanced and hysterical mind.”28 One of his more favorable biographers wrote, “the violence of his language on this occasion is quite indefensible, at least if we are to judge the men of that day by the ordinary rules which govern conduct amongst a civilized people.”29

Camille then put his pen to work to diminish and destroy two influential political factions in the Convention, the Hebertists and the Girondins. Robespierre himself reviewed many of Desmoulins’s pamphlets prior to publication. The Hebertists were seen by the Jacobins as too extreme—excessively agitating with outrageous rhetoric in their own publications for more political violence by the masses and a continued association with the sans-culottes mobs. Camille rhetorically laid into them. The Hebertists, including Hebert himself, were eventually guillotined. The Girondins, who were more forgiving of the king, more favorable to a de-centralized approach to the development of the revolutionary state, and strong proponents of foreign war—faired as poorly.

Under extreme pressure from within and without the Jacobins became intolerant of views other than their own. One noted historian of the Revolution saw Robespierre’s excesses more as the function of a fanatical utopian’s fear and rigidity than of any personal vendetta. “His enemies must be destroyed,” he wrote of Robespierre, “not because he hated them, but because he loved France.”30 The Jacobin leadership and the Revolution itself were moving to a point at which, according to a leading modern historian, “all criticism and all social or political deviation were suspect by definition.”31

Several months after Jefferson wrote his harsh reply to William Short’s less than zealous report from Paris, Robespierre’s fellow Jacobin and colleague on the Committee of Public Safety, Louis-Antoine Saint-Just, addressed the Convention. Those great dreams of universal political rights, equality, and fraternity that had illuminated the opening of the republican Revolution in France had by then devolved into a system of intolerance, cruelty, and excess that far surpassed the worst of Louis XVI’s mild (if not beneficent, in comparison) rule. “Every party is then criminal,” Saint-Just ominously declared, “because it is a form of isolation from the people and the popular societies, a form of independence from the government. Every faction is then criminal, because it tends to divide the citizens; every faction is criminal because it neutralizes the power of public virtue. The solidity of our Republic is in the very nature of things. The sovereignty of the people demands that the people be unified; it is therefore opposed to factions, and all faction is a criminal attack upon sovereignty.”32 Those in opposition had got their warning.

One of the leading Girondins was Jacques Pierre Brissot, a witness at Camille’s wedding, a leading member of the Convention, and a Jacobin. In two important publications including “History of the Brissotins” (one of the most financially successful of the revolutionary pamphlets) and “Brissot Unmasked” (January/February 1792) Camille attacked the Girondins and Brissot personally. An early (and favorable) biographer of Desmoulins described “Brissot Unmasked” as “a collection of calumnies, of petty gossip, and of murderous outbursts.”33 Brissot attempted to counter-attack in his own publication but with no success.

“This man calls himself a patriot only in order to calumniate patriotism,” Brissot wrote of his former friend.34 Camille’s reply, “Brissot Unmasked,” had a singular purpose which was “to assail, and, if possible, to destroy, Brissot’s reputation.”35

According to one late nineteenth-century author, Camille attacked “the whole Gironde with a variety of charges built on such bases as plausibly interwoven extracts from documents and speeches, and unfair inferences from private meetings and conversations.”36 “We will see,” Camille declared, challenging Brissot directly, “how you will sustain the offensive warfare which you are so fond of using yourself.”37 Camille dramatically used the name of his target (his one-time wedding guest) as a verb for stealing. “I warn you that you shall not succeed in your attempt to brissoter my reputation,” Camille wrote, “it is I who will tear the mask from your face …”38

These political combat pamphlets of Brissot and Desmoulins, like those of less notable authors, were widely read, or at least widely sold. If Camille did not then fully appreciate that his challenges, allegations, and accusations came with consequences—he soon learned.

Almost a century later an historian wrote dismissively of Desmoulins that he “was envious, and loved to cast filth upon all superiority, whether of grade or intellect.”39 More a purveyor of rigid republican dogmas and biting animadversions than a journalist (in the manner that the term is commonly understood today), Camille was not however without a softer, more human side. In fact, it is for his humanity far more than his political attack rhetoric that he is now mainly recalled. Another late nineteenth-century author wrote that Camille “would weep over the victim his pen had destroyed.”40

The rhetorical battle between Camille and his old friend Brissot occurred early in 1792. The monarchy of France then had but several months of existence remaining. One of its last official acts was to dismiss those Girondin ministers that the king had previously appointed. By early 1793 the king himself was condemned to death. Brissot and the Girondins were dismissed from the Convention due to demands made by pro-Hebertist sans-culotte mobs. In late July, Camille’s friend Robespierre was voted onto the powerful Committee of Public Safety. (Danton was then removed from that Committee.) Later in the year the queen was executed. She was harassed and hounded by bloodthirsty, hateful mobs all the way to the steps of the scaffold.

The Revolution was advancing in big strides, and those previously given notice by Saint-Just who did not heed his warning would soon, unbeknownst to them, face consequences. Everything seemed to be changing rapidly; even the Gregorian calendar was eliminated and replaced with a republican version. For Camille, the month of Brumaire, of the Year Two of the Republic (late October 1793), brought such a shock of realization and regret that the foundations of his rigid republican worldview would be cracked to their foundations. Once-respected members of the government, Brissot and his fellow Girondin leaders came to trial early in Brumaire, Year Two of the Revolution. This period of revolutionary tribunals, the almost constant public use of the guillotine to execute political opponents and suspects of all stripe, came to be known as the Terror.

Camille attended the trial but apparently did not fully understand the high stakes that were involved. He sat near the jury beside Vilate, a juror of the Revolutionary Tribunal.41 One Desmoulins biographer provided the following statement from Vilate’s memoirs with assurances to the reader that there is “no reason to doubt the authenticity” of his account:


I was seated with Camille Desmoulins on the bench placed before the table of the jury. When they returned from their deliberation, Camille advanced to speak to Antonelle, who came in one of the last. Surprised at the alteration in his face, Camille said to him, rather loud: “I pity you; yours are terrible functions”; then, hearing the declaration of the jury, he threw himself into my arms in distress and agony of mind: “Oh, my God, my God! It is I who kill them! My ‘Brissot Unmasked’! Oh, my God, this has destroyed them!” As the accused returned to hear their sentence all eyes were turned on them; the most profound silence reigned throughout the hall: the public prosecutor concluded with the sentence of death. The unfortunate Camille, fainting, losing his consciousness, faltered out these words: “I am going, I am going, I must go out!” He could not.42



Danton had a similar reaction. Soon after the trial he and Camille were walking near the River Seine in the fading light of early evening. The sunlight on the water caused Danton to stop in his tracks. “‘Look,’ said Danton, and as he spoke Camille saw that his friend’s eyes were filled with tears, ‘Look at all that blood! The Seine flows with blood! Ah! too much blood has been spilt. Come, take up your pen, write and ask for clemency. I will support you!’”43 According to one historian, “from that time both Danton and Desmoulins were different men.”44

Camille quickly launched a new publication, “Le Vieux Cordelier,” in whose pages he criticized the course of the Revolution and called for a “Committee of Clemency.” His stunning change of tone did not go unnoticed.

It was generally understood that those who appeared before the Revolutionary Tribunal as defendants almost always received a sentence of death. In fact, there were only two possible outcomes at the Tribunal: death or acquittal. After Desmoulins’s third issue Robespierre likely understood that Camille’s calls for compassion were a direct threat to the continuation of the Terror and therefore to him, its most strident proponent.

In early January 1794, Camille was called before the Jacobin Club to explain his new attitude of compassion and his abandonment of Jacobin orthodoxy. The Jacobin Club had long been something of a debating society for leading members of the revolutionary movement and government. Robespierre took the podium and, though harshly attacking and condemning him and his recommendations that opposed the Terror, offered Camille a costly way out.45

“Camille promised to abjure the political heresies, the erroneous, ill-sounding propositions which cover all the pages of the ‘Vieux Cordelier.’ … His writings are dangerous,” Robespierre proclaimed to his fellow Jacobins, “they nourish the hopes of our enemies and favour public malignity … The writings of Camille are condemnable … Camille is a spoilt child who has good dispositions, but whom bad company have misled. It is necessary to protest against his numbers, which Brissot himself would not have dared to avow, and to preserve Desmoulins in the midst of us. I demand, in consequence, that the numbers of Camille’s paper shall be burnt in the Society.”46

“Burning is not answering!” Desmoulins replied. The issues of “Le Vieux Cordelier” were then read aloud in the Jacobin Club.

Robespierre then said, “if thou hadst not been Camille, we should not have had so much indulgence for thee.”47 Robespierre had offered his old friend a way out—a way back to Jacobin-approved revolutionary respectability—but only if he would abandon his pride, self-respect, and new sense of duty in opposing the violent, unforgiving monster that he had helped to create. To his credit, Desmoulins did not break.

Previously, Camille had publicly criticized Saint-Just, a member of the Committee of Public Safety (a notorious fanatic, and one of Robespierre’s closest associates). At the time, Desmoulins boldly and injudiciously declared that “ … this young man carries his head as if it were the corner-stone of the Republic, or the Sacred Host.”48 Later, Camille ominously asked a friend, “Do you think that, for such an excellent jest he could wish to take my life?”49

The truth of all that he had done and said finally came to him. “How could I have supposed that certain witticisms in my writings at the expense of colleagues who had provoked me would wipe out the remembrance of my services?” he wrote to his wife from prison. “I do not conceal from myself that I die the victim of these sarcasms, and of my friendship for Danton.”50

The seventh and final issue of “Le Vieux Cordelier” appeared in March, 1794. “I contend that we have never been so enslaved as since we have called ourselves Republicans,” he wrote.”51 The Revolution in France had all but imploded.

Desmoulins, Danton, and several others of the so-called “indulgents” were, after a sham political trial, convicted of crimes against the state and executed by guillotine on April 5, 1794. In her grief, Camille’s wife Lucille had gone to the prison where Camille was held and tried to see him. Her appeal to Robespierre for charity and forgiveness for Camille, despite her reminding him that he had attended their wedding and was the protector of their infant child, fell on deaf ears. Less than a month later she too was brought before the Revolutionary Tribunal. Convicted after an absurd trial characterized by unproven charges of conspiracy and counter-revolution, she was brought to the same scaffold as Camille and decapitated. Communications to Robespierre asking for clemency from Lucille’s mother also received no response. From the prison to the scaffold Lucille Desmoulins shared a tumbril with the widow of Jacques Hebert (who had been guillotined with his fellow “Hebertists” only two weeks before Camille, Danton, and others of the “Dantonists/Indulgents” group).

Many in the immense Parisian crowds who enjoyed watching public executions—they had many opportunities during those times to do so—commented on Lucille’s beauty, bravery, and strength of character. One Camille biographer described her there as “dressed all in white, as though for a bridal, and with a white handkerchief passed over her head and tied under her chin.”52 Few such observations regarding bravery and calmness were made about Camille as he travelled on the tumbril to his death. Some witnesses stated that he rent his shirt to pieces in his struggles, frustration, and anger. This is in sharp contrast to the self-control of Danton who, just prior to the blade, instructed the executioner to be sure to display his severed head to the ghoulish crowd.

While in prison awaiting execution Lucille Desmoulins had sent a note with locks of her hair to her mother. “Good-night, dearest mother,” she wrote. “A tear drops from my eyes; it is for you. I am going to sleep in peace and innocence.”53 She is supposed to have said at some point during that day, “They have assassinated the best of men. If I did not hate them for that I should bless them for the service they have done me this day.”54 Lucille Desmoulins was twenty-three years old at the time of her execution.

When one of her fellow condemned prisoners had attempted to comfort her she stopped him. “Look at my face,” she calmly said. “Is it that of a woman who needs to be comforted?”55 Supporters of the Revolution in France widely held the belief that their Revolution, if successful, would be the beginning of a global movement of democracy and universal liberty.

These views went hand-in-hand with an extreme exaggeration of the importance of events in France after the fall of the Bastille. What was happening in France was not then merely of significance to Frenchmen, but impacted the entire world. Perhaps Lucille Desmoulins needed no comforting because, for her, the earth no longer could claim a hold on her—Camille, her great love, had been stolen from her, and the Revolution that both of them had so strongly supported had failed.

Representative of this view is a statement made by Jean-Marie Roland, a Girondin leader. After escaping Paris, he committed suicide late in 1793 when he was informed that his wife, the renowned Madame Roland, had been executed with the Girondin leadership. In a conversation between Charles Barbaroux (another noted Girondin guillotined in 1794), and M. Roland, Barbaroux recalled that “Roland asked me what I thought of France, and of the means of saving her. I opened my heart to him, and in return he said to me … ‘If liberty perish in France, it is for ever lost for all the rest of the world; all the hopes of the philosophers are deceived; a tyranny the most cruel [sic] will fall upon the earth.’”56

In Philadelphia, Thomas Jefferson was watching events in France with concern and compassion but without condemnation. After the slaughter at the Tuileries, the September Massacres, and the execution of the King (which occurred two weeks after Jefferson wrote his letter of reproach to William Short) many friends of the Revolution outside of France were repulsed into silence and even outright opposition. Many lovers of liberty such as Adams, and foreigners on the ground observing events directly such as William Short and others, recoiled at the political violence occurring in France. Jefferson had no such qualms, agreeing as he did so closely with Roland’s assessment of the importance of the Revolution. Roland, Desmoulins, and Jefferson all believed with an absolute certainty that the Revolution was all-important and that horrific deeds could be justified for assuring its success.

Jefferson was extraordinarily critical in his early 1793 reply to his friend William Short, who was then in Paris as the United States’ diplomatic representative to France. In this letter Jefferson reiterated his support for the Jacobins and justified their crimes by explaining that extraordinarily important causes sometimes require, and result in, unpleasant events and consequences. Over time there would be other causes too that Jefferson supported (or opposed) as heartily, and that evoked similarly heightened emotions and language.

On display throughout the tragedy of the Revolution—the experience of Camille and Lucille Desmoulins particularly illustrative—was the power of rhetoric. Jefferson, a master of the written word, fully understood this. But he sometimes was no master of himself and got caught up, as did many others, in the authority of an attractive and definitive idea.

Perhaps Jefferson’s reaction would have been different had he remained in Paris and seen all of those horrors with his own eyes, as had William Short. Disturbingly, one gets the impression that he may well have kept on, regardless.

The Revolution in France was, for Jefferson, simply too important to fail. For him, those unfortunate “martyrs” (and victims) who fell, by fair means or foul, to ensure its success were essentially “collateral damage” in one of the most important events in the history of the world. For Jefferson, voluntary and involuntary sacrifices were all necessary (though sometimes unfortunate) components of the globally critical event that was the Revolution in France. Jefferson’s views are as clear as if illuminated by the light of the street lanterns of Paris.

“The tone of your letters had for some time given me pain, on account of the extreme warmth with which they censured the proceedings of the Jacobins of France,” Jefferson complained to Short. Jefferson considered the Jacobins the “Republican patriots” of the French Revolution, and perhaps therefore reacted emotionally to Short’s criticism of them.

Jefferson acknowledged that the early revolutionary experiment in France of retaining the monarchy had been unsuccessful, but further explained that the Jacobins had taken necessary actions (which later included regicide) to secure the Revolution. “The experiment failed completely, and would have brought on the reestablishment of despotism had it been pursued. The Jacobins saw this, and that the expunging that officer was of absolute necessity. And the Nation was with them in opinion,” Jefferson wrote on January 3, 1793.57

Jefferson informed Short that he “deplore(d) as much as anybody,” that both the guilty and innocent had fallen in the Revolution in France, “& (I) shall deplore some of them to the day of my death.”58 He mourned the murdered innocents as if they had “fallen in battle.” Jefferson believed that the popular Revolution in France, “the arm of the people” as he called it—while inexact, was not as “blind as balls and bombs but,” he admitted, “blind to a certain degree.” Writing as the revolutionary that he was, and using almost the same words as Roland,59 Jefferson continued, “The liberty of the whole earth was depending on the issue of the contest, and was ever such a prize won with so little innocent blood?”60

For Jefferson, the cause of the French Revolution was of much greater importance than it was for most Americans, including his close friend and subordinate in government, Mr. Short. Jefferson had come to see the revolutionary republic in France, even while its leaders committed government-sanctioned murder of political opponents, as a critically important ally in the global fight against monarchy and tyranny. He likely would have agreed with Jacobin leader Robespierre’s seemingly counterintuitive assertion that “the revolutionary government was ‘the despotism of liberty against tyranny.’”61

In his lengthy letter to Short, Jefferson disturbingly asserted that, “my own affections have been deeply wounded by some of the martyrs to this cause, but rather than it should have failed, I would have seen half the earth desolated. Were there but an Adam & an Eve left in every country, & left free, it would be better than as it now is.”62 When Jefferson’s emotions and republican pique were aroused he, like Adams, did not mince words. His style would later have unfortunate consequences, much in the same way that Adams’s sometimes unrestrained, bombastic expressions of opinion had done for him.63

Jefferson accurately suggested to Short that his continuing support of the French revolutionary cause was reflective of the mood of the American people. “They are,” Jefferson wrote of his views, “really those of ninety-nine in an [sic] hundred of our citizens. The universal feasts, and rejoicings which have lately been had on account of the successes of the French showed the genuine effusions of their hearts.”64 He was not then exaggerating about American support of the Revolution in France. Within three years however, by the time Adams became president and Jefferson vice president, most of this widespread American support would be gone.

One modern historian has taken particular umbrage with Jefferson’s language in this letter to Short, and suggests that Jefferson was instructing Short to “accept that there was no limit (except the sparing of two persons per nation) to the slaughter that might legitimately be perpetrated in the holy cause of freedom.”65 Jefferson’s hyperbole is matched in turn by the historian’s own excessive rhetoric via removal of the original historical context. “Those in the culture of the modern American militias who see themselves as at war, or on the verge of war, with the federal government are fanatical believers in liberty, as Jefferson was. Jefferson condoned French revolutionary atrocities on a far greater scale, numerically, than the 1995 massacre in Oklahoma City.”66 The rhetoric that Adams and Jefferson employed in their private correspondence, occasionally much to their dismay and later regret, would serve as both important resources for later historians, and the basis for confusion as to who these men truly were.
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