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Between John Adams's first writing and Henry Adams's last, the rules of spelling and punctuation changed. Ignoring these developments would make for a deceptive uniformity, while following them faithfully would make the earlier Adamses seem even more idiosyncratic than they were. My compromise has been to modernize most of the punctuation and capitalizing, and to keep most of the original spelling.
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THE FIRST TIME anyone asked a member of the Adams family about his famous ancestors, she was joking.

In April 1778, John Adams, lately of the Continental Congress, arrived in Bordeaux, France, to represent the new nation as a diplomat. His second day ashore, he was introduced to polite conversation at European dinner tables. “Mr. Adams,” a pretty young woman asked him, “by your name I conclude you are descended from the first man and woman.” Did he know of any family tradition that might explain how Adam and Eve “found out the art of lying together”? “I believe at first I blushed,” wrote Adams in his diary that night, but “I was determined not to be disconcerted.” He replied that a “physical quality,” like magnetism, caused any pair of Adams and Eves that drew “within a striking distance” to fly together, “like the needle to the pole.” “It is a very happy shock,” the lady said.1

John went on to assignments in Holland and Britain, as well as honors and offices at home, and soon enough Adamses were being questioned about their forebears in earnest. In 1795, John Quincy Adams, John's eldest son, was in London on a diplomatic mission of his own, and met George III, the king against whom his father had rebelled. His Majesty asked if all the Adamses “belong to Massachusetts”? An attendant minister told him they did, whereupon he asked John Quincy if his father was now governor.

“No, Sir, he is Vice President of the United States.”

“Ay,” said the king, “and he cannot hold both offices at the same time?”2

If the new nation was still only dimly understood, its first dynasty was already known.

Twenty years later, John Quincy was back in London, this time as American minister to Great Britain, and had a similar conversation with George III's son, the Prince Regent, who ruled during his father's final illness. After they exchanged greetings, the Prince Regent asked John Quincy if he “was related to Mr. Adams who had formerly been the Minister from the United States here. I said I was his son.”3 One member-of the House of Hanover was preparing to succeed his father on the throne of England; a member of the house of Adams was following in his father's footsteps.

John Quincy went on to be secretary of state, president, and, as a congressman, a scourge of slavery and its political representatives. While he was in the White House, he hosted a dinner for Lafayette, the aged hero of the Revolution, who had met him and his father almost forty years earlier. At dinner, Lafayette pointed to nineteen-year-old Charles Francis, the President's youngest son, and the man who would be most famous among the third generation of famous Adamses, and solemnly asked the First Lady to see to it that he never “entertain thoughts of becoming President save by the free choice of the people.” Charles Francis never entertained such thoughts, nor did the people ever choose him. But in 1848, he succeeded his father in the affections of antislavery men, when he was nominated to be the vice presidential candidate of the Free Soil party. “Yes, Sir, we want him,” said a delegate from Wisconsin. “There he is with the crape on his hat.”4 John Quincy had died six months earlier; Charles Francis, still in mourning, was treated as if he bore his transmigrated spirit.

Not everyone viewed the Adams family history favorably. Henry Adams, Charles Francis's third son, moved to Washington, D.C., after the Civil War, to represent the fourth generation of Adamses there, as a political journalist rather than a politician. One of his targets, Senator Timothy Howe of Wisconsin, declared that Henry belonged “to a family in which statesmanship is preserved by propagation,” like “color in the leaf of the Begonia, perpetuating resemblance by perpetual change.” “To be abused by a Senator is my highest ambition,” Henry wrote a friend. “My only regret is that I cannot afford to hire a Senator to abuse me permanently.”5 Henry wrote with the enthusiasm of youth: He would go on observing senators, with diminishing humor, for another forty-eight years. By the end of Henry's life, the Adamses had been center stage, or in the front row of the orchestra, for almost a century and a half. They had been present at the creation—not, French banter aside, of the world, but of the country—and at many of its pivotal scenes.

The United States is formally an egalitarian nation—the Declaration of Independence (John Adams was on the drafting committee) states that all men are created equal. Yet political families weave through its history. In the 2000 presidential election, Vice President Al Gore, Jr., son of Senator Albert Gore, ran against George W. Bush, son of President George Bush and grandson of Senator Prescott Bush. The wife of the outgoing president, Hillary Clinton, became a senator. One of the signers of the Declaration was Benjamin Harrison (an “indolent, luxurious, heavy gentleman,”6 John Adams called him), a charter member of the Virginia gentry. His son, William Henry Harrison, became president, as did William Henry's grandson, Benjamin Harrison. Franklin Roosevelt was Theodore Roosevelt's fifth cousin; Eleanor Roosevelt (her maiden name) was TR's niece. One of Henry Adams's friends and intellectual foils was Henry Cabot Lodge, who became a senator from Massachusetts. Lodge's great-grandfather, George Cabot, had been a senator from Massachusetts, and an enemy of John and John Quincy Adams. Lodge's grandson, also named Henry Cabot Lodge, became yet another Massachusetts senator, until he was beaten by John Kennedy, and a fresher dynasty. Political families regularly flare to national prominence, or sink to lower levels (like the Tafts); or they keep percolating along as local fixtures. In 2000 the representative for the eleventh congressional district of New Jersey was Rodney Frelinghuysen. The first political Frelinghuysen, Frederick, represented New Jersey in the Continental Congress in 1778, the year John Adams went to France.

Political families pass on inclination, as well as opportunity: The founding pols give their children prominence and contacts, while the talk around the dinner table, and the family pictures on the wall or in the scrapbooks, provide inspiration and example. John Adams expected these hereditary concentrations of power: They had marked the relatively free institutions of the colonies, and would survive independence. “Go into every village in New England,” he wrote in 1787, “and you will find that the office of justice of the peace” has “descended from generation to generation in three or four families at most.”7 No family will ever be as famous as the Adamses, whose role in the founding gives them a leg up even on the Roosevelts, but, as long as there are elections, people will vote for candidates whose names they recognize. It is the tribute democracy pays to aristocracy.

The Adamses also defined themselves as a meritocracy. They inspired their descendants to hold office, but they also required them to work for it. They did not expect fame and power to come to them by virtue of their birth alone. They trained themselves to live up to their birth—and then they expected fame and power to come to them. John Quincy Adams's parents told him that his career should reflect his “advantages”; if it did not, it would be due to his “lasiness, slovenliness, and obstinacy.” When Charles Francis Adams suggested that he might drop out of college, his father threatened him with “perdition.”8 The Adamses who could not make the grade often did suffer earthly forms of perdition. In the second and third generations, there were six sons: one president, one diplomat, and four drunkards, one of whom was a suicide, and one of whom may have been driven to drink by the pressures of being gay.

The family employed carrots as well as sticks. Adamses took their sons with them to Europe on diplomatic missions; they also employed them as private secretaries. Young Adamses lived, as a matter of course, in Washington, London, Paris, and St. Petersburg, and hobnobbed with congressmen and kings. Home life was a long tutorial, a graduate-level course begun in infancy, conducted by presidents-in-residence.

Yet Americans have played a trick on this intensely political family. They tell the Adams story as if it were a purely domestic saga, a Yankee Buddenbrooks. The first historian to do so was Charles Francis Adams, who began publishing the letters of John and Abigail Adams in 1840. “The great men of the Revolution,” he wrote in his introduction, “in the eyes of posterity, are many of them like heroes of a mythological age. They are seen, chiefly, when conscious that they are upon a theatre, where individual sentiment must be sometimes disguised, and often sacrificed, for the public good.” But Charles Francis Adams offered, in the private thoughts of a great man and woman, the intimacy of the inside story. “Students of human nature . . . look for the workings of the heart.” Only “the solitary meditation, the confidential whisper” provide true “guides to character” and to “the springs of action.”9 Charles Francis's approach struck a chord. The husband and wife letters of the Adamses, detailed and tart, pop up in every history or biography of the period, and keep coming back into print. Phrases from them are sung by John and Abigail in the musical 1776. Publications about the first Adamses and their nuclear family constitute an industry, while smaller industries have grown up to cover the private lives of later Adamses, chiefly Henry and his wife and friends. The Adams Family Chronicles re-created the whole clan for public television, and the scholar Paul Nagel has tirelessly distilled the vast materials of the family archives into manageable narratives.

The Adams family saga satisfies our curiosity about famous figures, which is part gossip—a venerable genre, from Suetonius to People —part identification. Few of us are going to be president, and no presidents nowadays get to be revolutionaries. But all of us had families, and most of us form new ones. In the Adamses we find every variety of parent, child, and sibling. Abigail is—mistakenly—thought of as the only political woman of the late eighteenth century, and her letter to her husband asking the Continental Congress to “remember the ladies” is treasured as a proto-feminist appeal. Among her unsung peers was Mercy Otis Warren, an Adams family friend until she published a history of the Revolution that ferociously attacked John. But the Warrens have been deficient in PR.

Presenting the Adamses at home not only serves our needs; it also serves the family, coating its flaws with empathy and pathos. The Adamses need the help, for although they are admirable, and frequently lovable, they are seldom likable. Benjamin Franklin's famous judgment of John Adams, with whom he worked and fought for several years—“Always an honest man, often a wise one, but sometimes, and in some things, absolutely out of his senses”—can serve as a motto for much of his family (Abigail included). The Adamses typically envy the talents and achievements of others, while venomously reckoning their real or imagined failings. When the Adamses are engaged, they are apt to be prickly and temperamental (“I am the drollest little, peppery, irritable, explosive old man of sixty-two that ever was,”10 Henry told one friend); when they are not on the offensive, it is often because they are deeply depressed (sometimes for good reason, sometimes for reasons that they themselves have created). Charles Francis, who was the most equable, accomplished this only at the cost of being more than a little dull.

All men have flaws and tics; the flaws of the Adamses limited their public effectiveness. Although two of them became president, they were failures in office. If the two Adams administrations were the family's only legacy, we would not be interested in them. For the last fifty years there has been an effort to re-evaluate John's administration upward, by positing him as a moderate midpoint between the extremism of Thomas Jefferson's Republicans and Alexander Hamilton's High Federalists. It would be more accurate to say that John Adams was an extremist throughout his four years in office, who switched sides (from High Federalist to crypto-Republican). There have been fewer efforts to salvage the presidency of John Quincy Adams, because the task is so obviously impossible. Adams presidential revisionism is thankless work; family history is a welcome distraction.

There is another way to look at the Adams family, which is the way that they mostly saw themselves—as figures in the theater of history. Charles Francis might pitch his grandparents' letters as a backstage view, but all the Adamses, even at times Charles Francis, lived for the roles they played, and the effect they had on the audience, which was the country, and the world. In early July 1776 John wrote his wife a prophetic letter describing Congress's vote for independence: “[I]t will be celebrated, by succeeding generations, as the great anniversary festival. . . . It ought to be solemnized with pomp and parade, with shews, games, sports, guns, bells, bonfires and illuminations from one end of this continent to the other, from this time forward forever more.” “[Y]our letters,” she answered, “never fail to give me pleasure, be the subject what it will.” Yet the pleasure she took from his last “was greatly heightened by the prospect of the future happiness and glory of our country; nor am I a little gratified when I reflect that a person so nearly connected with me has had the honor of being a principal actor.” John had played a leading role, and the drama would always be in the repertory. More than a century later, the stakes were different but equally high. Henry Adams complained in a 1904 letter about the atmosphere of Theodore Roosevelt's White House—“a boys' school run wild . . . mortifying beyond even drunkenness”—but added that “one wants to listen at the key-hole. I think this place is now the political centre of the world.”11 The Adamses did great things, and when others did them (or failed to do them) they watched closely.

Their family history was History. When they looked at their past, they saw the nation's; when they looked at the nation's past, they saw themselves. Their inherited likes and dislikes (mostly the latter) were political; the crafty acquaintances and treacherous neighbors who did their fathers and grandfathers wrong were generals, senators, and cabinet members; the friends who gave them a helping hand were presidents. In 1818, when John Quincy writes in his diary about calling on the painter John Trumbull to see the progress of “The Declaration of Independence,” one of his historical paintings for the Rotunda of the Capitol—“I cannot say I was disappointed with the execution of it,” wrote Adams, “because my expectations were very low”12—we may need to remind ourselves that John Quincy's father is in the picture, in a brown suit and white stockings, right hand on hip, left leg bent. John Quincy and every other Adams, including John himself, could never forget where they stood.

The constant companion of the Adamses, like an extra member of the family in each generation, is the idea of greatness. What is a great man? How great am I? Am I as great as my ancestors? As great as my contemporaries? Why doesn't the world recognize my greatness? These are the family questions, inspirations, and anxieties. They begin with young John Adams, during the French and Indian War (“I talk with Sam Quincy about resolution, and being a great man,” he wrote at age twenty-one, “which makes him laugh”),13 or even earlier, when at age ten he heard his father discussing with friends King George's War; they are still being asked by Henry Adams on the eve of World War I. The idea of greatness crushes and stimulates them; it is reinforced by the great deeds they witness firsthand, or in which they have a hand. The Adams family wished to be judged, and constantly judged themselves, by the standard of greatness. Our interest in their domesticity confuses the picture. Only when we strip them of the spurious advantages conferred by sentiment can we do justice to their achievements and see them as heroes (when they deserve the title), not mascots.

Great men have large and positive effects on their times and on the future, either through their actions or their thoughts. This book will look at the four Adamses—John, John Quincy, Charles Francis, and Henry—who meet this test. John's wife and Henry's brothers are interesting, but only these four touch greatness: John, as a patriot and a diplomat during the Revolution; John Quincy, as a policy maker before his presidency and an enemy of the slave power after it; Charles Francis, as a diplomat during the Civil War; Henry, as an artist. If you had to jot their achievements on a business card, it would be a speech and a treaty (John), a doctrine and a fight (John Quincy), a sentence (Charles Francis), and a book (Henry). This is a heterogeneous list, but everything on it changed the world or, in the case of Henry's book, has the potential to enlarge our minds.

Despite their differences in talents, careers, and circumstances, each of the Adamses goes through three phases of public life: initiation into the family and its public role; comparison with the great non-Adamses who are his peers and rivals; justification of what he, and his ancestors, have done. Certain themes run through all their lives and continue to engage us today, more than eighty years after Henry's death: the importance of writing and the meaning of history; the jostling of empire and republic in American history. One theme that preoccupied all the Adamses, and that concerns Bushes, Gores, and Clintons today, is how to perpetuate a legacy that must also be learned. Great actors often have great exits, and two of the Adamses had deaths as dramatic as those of any American public figure.

The Adamses were a public family. Politics, war, and peace were their vocations; politicians, warriors, and diplomats, past and present, were their soulmates and enemies. When the family lost contact with public affairs at the highest level, they snapped out like a candle in the wind, and became ordinary sons of Adam, like the rest of us.
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JOHN ADAMS was born in Braintree, Massachusetts, in 1735, to a family that was neither powerful nor famous. Even so he felt the weight of ambition and past achievement. The “first” of the Adamses did not feel himself to be first.

One great predecessor was collective: the community of Puritans who came from England to New England in the 1630s. French ladies of the Enlightenment could be amusing about Genesis, but the Puritans of the great migration believed they lived in the Bible. England under the Stuart kings was Egypt; they were Israel fleeing to Canaan, to establish a refuge for godliness, a city upon a hill. The hills they picked overlooked Boston Bay, a large shallow bay ringed with inlets and flecked with islands. Boston, the Puritans' capital, was then virtually an island, a peninsula connected to the mainland by the narrowest of necks.

Other Englishmen with competing visions who appeared in their midst were driven off. In 1637, some newcomers named a hill ten miles southeast of Boston Mare Mount, because it had a view of the ocean, or Merry Mount, because that is how they intended to live. They set up a maypole, wrote a shocked neighbor, “inviting the Indian women for their consorts, dancing and frisking together . . . and worse practices.” A punitive expedition of the godly broke up the alien community, without bloodshed, except for one man who was “so drunk that he ran his own nose upon the point of a sword.”1 One of the Puritans who resettled the liberated area was a Somerset farmer and brewer, Henry Adams.

By the mid–eighteenth century many aspects of Puritan dogma and society had fallen away, but the people of Massachusetts continued to honor their ancestors. John Adams considered them bearers of freedom, a cause that still had a holy urgency. When he was thirty years old, he wrote that “our fathers” had bought liberty “for us at the expense of their ease, their estates, their pleasure and their blood.” They had flown “to the wilderness for refuge from the temporal and spiritual principalities and powers and plagues and scourges of their native country.” In New England they had established governments with popular branches to check the power of priests and kings, lest New England become “the man of sin, the whore of Babylon, the mystery of iniquity.”2 It does not matter that the Puritans limited freedom to themselves, or that later historians have argued that their motives were also economic; this is what John Adams felt emanating from them like light from a not-yet-distant star.

The spirit of freedom and ardor still marked their descendants when Adams was a boy. In 1745, the colony of Massachusetts besieged the French fortress of Louisburg on Cape Breton Island, off the north coast of Nova Scotia. France and England had been engaged in a series of wars since the late seventeenth century that were both ideological and imperial. Catholic France was an absolute monarchy, spinning around the sun of Versailles, while Protestant England after the Stuarts was ruled by Lords, Commons, and a law-abiding king. The rival nations and their systems competed for territory on a world scale, from Europe to India.

In 1745, in the phase of the struggle known as King George's War, the immediate danger to New England was the fortified harbor of Louisburg. The great French military engineer, the marquis de Vauban, had designed its forty-foot walls, at a cost of one million pounds (perhaps fifty million modern dollars). French privateers sailing from Louisburg could raid New England merchant ships and harass fishing fleets on the Grand Banks off Newfoundland. In wartime, the French navy might descend on the New England coast. William Pepperell, a wealthy merchant and a colonel in the Massachusetts militia, was asked to lead the expedition. He consulted with George Whitefield, the celebrated English evangelist, for spiritual guidance. A Yankee army, half strike force, half crusade, landed before Louisburg, hauling its cannon, a hundred men hitched to each gun, over marshy ground to the fortress's base. After a seven-week siege they prevailed; Pepperell was made a baronet, the only native-born American ever to be so honored. The men of New England were still capable of great deeds. John Adams remembered when he was ten years old hearing his father talk about the Louisburg expedition. He also remembered the discussions three years later when Britain, ending this round of warfare by the treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, agreed to give Louisburg back to France, in return for the Indian town of Madras. Old England had set New England's victory at naught, and for reasons of imperial housekeeping had put its Massachusetts subjects back in danger. John was learning that his spiritual parents, in New England, were purer and more principled than their political parents, in England.

John Adams had a personal goad and inspiration, in the form of his father. Henry, the redeemer of Merry Mount, begat Joseph, who begat Joseph, who begat John Adams (1691–1761). John Adams the elder was a farmer and a cordwainer, or shoemaker. He was a solid citizen of the town of Braintree, with a farm of about fifty acres; a deacon of the Congregational church; a lieutenant in the militia; and a selectman, or town councilman, who helped oversee schools and roads.

In diaries, letters, and autobiographical jottings, John Adams recorded a few details about his father: that he discussed politics; that there was on occasion “passion,”3 or high temper, in his home. The most interesting vignette, however, concerns education. Deacon Adams had not been sent to college, which, in Massachusetts, meant that he had not gone to Harvard. Only his eldest brother had enjoyed that privilege. John, who had been deprived of it, was determined to confer it upon John, his oldest son.

But young John remembered that he preferred swimming, skating, shooting, and kite flying to attending the local public school, where the knowledge required for entering Harvard, such as Latin, was to be learned. One day when he was about ten, he told his father that he did not want to go to college. “What would you do, child?” the Deacon asked. “Be a farmer,” the boy said. “Well, I will show you what it is to be a farmer,” the Deacon replied, and woke him early the next morning to harvest thatch.

The Adamses worked together all day—it was “very hard and very muddy,” John remembered—then at night, Deacon Adams asked his son if he “was satisfied being a farmer.” “I like it very well, sir,” John answered. “Ay, but I don't like it so well,” the Deacon told him. “So you shall go to school.”4

This story had no doubt improved in decades of mental retelling. But it shows two traits that characterized Adams as a man, and may well have come from his father. Obviously, there is willful stubbornness, in matters of pride and right—the son sticking by his opinion, the father sticking by his plan. Less obviously, there is stern self-judgment: the son, who became one of the most bookish of the founding fathers, remembering himself as a truant; the father, in his hope for his son's future, breaking out in bitter words about his own station in life. The Adamses could be hard on those around them; they were always hard on themselves.

The Deacon's expectations for all his children were fulfilled. John, the eldest, went to Harvard and advanced in the world. John's younger brothers, Peter and Elihu, who did not go to Harvard, spent their lives, in or near Braintree, farming, like their father.

John graduated from Harvard in 1755, fourteenth in a class of twenty-four (class rank was determined by social standing, not academic achievement), then moved to the town of Worcester to teach school. He was not happy there. “I must be within smell of the sea,” he once wrote, and Worcester was fifty miles inland. The imperial struggle resumed as the French and Indian War, and Adams was conscious that he took no active part in it—years later, he would write that he was the first of his family to “degenerate” from the status of a soldier—though he did manage on one occasion to take a military dispatch from Worcester to Newport, Rhode Island. He also worried about his career: schoolteaching was a stopgap, fit only for “base weed[s] and ignoble shrub[s].”5

Deacon Adams had wanted his eldest son to be a minister. The thought patterns of a fading religious establishment would survive, transmuted, in the minds of even secular New Englanders for generations. Like many a Puritan, Adams kept a copious and anxious diary, although for him it was a record of his pilgrimage through life, not toward Heaven. Terms of art in such remote fields as politics carried (as the critic Peter Shaw noted) a religious afterglow: “election” meant being chosen by God for salvation, as well as chosen by the people for office. Ministers, meanwhile, addressed politics directly: When Adams was twenty, he heard the Reverend Jonathan Mayhew, a Boston cleric, deliver a famous attack on the doctrine of the divine right of kings, which Mayhew called “altogether as fabulous and chimerical as transubstantiation.”6 But Adams had no calling to the cloth, and the time had passed when a young New Englander would choose the pulpit as the only avenue of ambition.

The avenue he picked was the law. While not teaching school, he studied with a Worcester lawyer and was admitted to the bar in 1758. Over the next twenty years—even after he had become a famous man—he would argue cases, in Boston, where he intermittently lived, or following judges as they made the circuit of Massachusetts county courthouses, which then covered Maine. He started small, taking what work he could get, and arguing against cheap amateur lawyers called pettifoggers (in other words, the competition). Legal lore and treatises provided grist for a curious mind, and a side-door to political theory. Adams also found he could argue effectively on his feet. He once improvised in a courtroom for five hours, while his client went home and back to retrieve a necessary document.

All the time he was studying and establishing a practice, he pondered about greatness in the pages of his diary. “[D]illigence and attention” could make him “a man of sence.” But he would only be “a great man” if nature had given him “a great and surprizing genius.” What then was genius? On another occasion, he jotted down a page of analysis, concluding “I have not patience to pursue every particular attentively. But,” he added, perhaps patience is “one of the greatest marks of genius.”7 Mere diligence wasn't enough for greatness, but maybe the great were always diligent. So he chased himself in mental circles.

When his career was well-launched, he married Miss Abigail Smith of Weymouth, the next town down the Plymouth road from Braintree. She was the daughter of a prosperous clergyman, and though, as a female, she had had no opportunity to go to Harvard, she had been well-tutored at home in Milton and Shakespeare. A pair of primitive portraits taken at this time shows John with a high forehead, a double chin, and a surprisingly bland expression. The artist had better luck with Abigail, who looks attractive without being friendly. Theirs was a marriage of true minds—smart, clever, censorious, and passionate.

Most important, as a lawyer Adams met his first great contemporaries, whose example drew him into politics.

Half a century later, John Quincy Adams would tell an English lord that only three Americans had desired independence before the Revolution: his father, James Otis, and Samuel Adams. This was a curious opinion, squinting at history through the lens of Boston Bay. But it accurately reflected John Adams's view of the men who set him on the course his life would take. James Otis, Jr., was a natural orator and a flamboyant courtroom performer—“a flame of fire!,” Adams described him admiringly.8 Though Otis was a born insider from a rich Cape Cod family, he had fallen out with the establishment when his own father was passed over for a plum of a legal appointment. He defended his clients in Boston's merchant class when they were harassed in the early 1760s as smugglers—which indeed they were (New Englanders traded with French colonies during every imperial war). Otis cast the contest as a matter of principle, arguing that Parliament's efforts to control the black market infringed on the colony's long-established prerogative of policing itself. John remembered Otis's performance in the case all his life—when he was an old man, he would ask John Trumbull to paint it. Deacon Adams, coincidentally, had died in 1761—just at the time John had found a new inspiration.

Otis helped Adams see that the parent country, which had sacrificed New England's interests in King George's War, continued to do so in peacetime. At the end of the French and Indian War in 1763, Britain had captured not only Louisburg, but all of French North America, and many other possessions as well. The expense had been staggering, however, and Britain sought to pay down its debt by raising revenue from its American colonies—either from stamps on legal documents, or from duties on sugar, paper, glass, lead, and tea. Britain contemplated other innovations in its empire as well. There was fearful talk in the colonies of establishing an Anglican bishop for North America (a scheme that inspired John Adams's 1765 paean to his liberty-loving “fathers”). There was talk in Britain of paying colonial civil servants from London, thus making them independent of the colonial legislatures. Thomas Hutchinson, who had beaten James Otis's father out of the job he coveted, and who had since been promoted to be lieutenant governor of Massachusetts, wrote the politicians in London a secret letter warning that “there must be an abridgment of what are called English liberties” if unrest in Massachusetts was to be controlled.9

Otis, ten years John Adams's senior, was a colleague and role model. But in the mid-1760s, he began to lose his mind (a blow on the head in a fistfight with a customs collector in 1769 sped his decline). Leadership in Massachusetts politics, and in Adams's political education, passed to his second cousin, Samuel Adams.

The two cousins had certain superficial similarities: Samuel was named after a deacon father, who sent him to Harvard intending him for the pulpit. But Samuel's family was enmeshed in Boston politics, which lured him from the ministry. The elder Samuel Adams was a brewer, an officeholder, and editor of a contentious newspaper, the Independent Advertiser. To win his master's degree at Harvard, young Samuel defended the proposition that it was “lawful to resist the Supreme Magistrate, if the Commonwealth cannot otherwise be preserved.”10 He ran through his inheritance and lived in the rundown family property in Boston's South End, with a collapsing brewhouse in the yard. He wore, and wore out, one coat. He kept himself going by holding a series of small-time government jobs, including tax collector, though his collections (thanks to a long economic depression, and his own incompetence) came to be so deeply in arrears that he nearly missed prosecution for embezzlement. His hands shook with palsy in his forties, but he had a bright eye and a direct, engaging manner.

The ne'er-do-well was learned and principled. Samuel Adams knew his John Locke, and he quoted him to good effect, in clear, sarcastic prose. He was also versed in the culture of the city's taverns. His father had formed the Caucus Club, an early political clubhouse, taking its name from an Algonquin word meaning “advisor” (later in the century, Tammany Hall would continue the tradition of urban Indian political lingo). Samuel was friendly with the Loyal Nine, a group of artisans who met on the second floor of a South End distillery. He knew how to impress talented young men, like his cousin John, by inviting them to smoky confabulations. Finally, he studied Boston's mobs. Traditionally there were two collections of neighborhood bruisers, from the North and the South End. On November 5, or Pope Day, they would parade mocking effigies of the pope and other unpopular figures, and each gang would try to destroy the other's images, brawling with cudgels, sometimes fatally. In 1765, a mob, inflamed by Samuel's polemics, razed the mansion of Thomas Hutchinson. Samuel Adams called the action a “high-handed enormity,” and held a “Union Feast” to make peace between the two gangs. The result was that he had an orderly, mated mob under his influence. Englishmen observed that Boston rioters, unlike those in London, now acted “from principle.”11

The principles Samuel imparted to his brawlers and to John embodied what historians call the Whig Myth: the belief that the ancient liberties of Englishmen were threatened by wicked, power-hungry men, sometimes bad ministers, sometimes bad kings. This myth had propelled the Puritans and continued to run like a creek in a storm drain under the surface of eighteenth-century English politics. In the colonies, the Whig Myth could be used to dignify every local squabble with colonial governors; it also seemed perfectly to explain Britain's postwar imperial policies. Myths sometimes tell the truth.

More important to Samuel Adams was his emotional connection to a lost New England past. Like many radicals, he had a deeply conservative core. Thirteen years older than John, he seemed older yet. Accused by his enemies of being a revolutionary, he worried that the revolution had already occurred: the undermining of New England's virtue and purity by “Luxury.” As a young man he had been stirred by the Great Awakening, the 1730s religious revival led by George Whitefield. He was a regular churchgoer and sang hymns with a “charming” voice. Enemies and friends recognized his austerity. “He eats little, drinks little, sleeps little, thinks much, and is most decisive and indefatigable in pursuit of his objects,” wrote one critic. John Adams wrote in his diary that his cousin had “stedfast integrity . . . real as well as professed piety, and a universal good character, unless it should be admitted that he is too attentive to the public and not enough so to himself and his family.”12 Even that flaw was to his credit: Samuel Adams ignored his own affairs for the same reason that he ignored his clothes and bungled his tax collecting. His mind and soul were devoted to other matters. He was the first Adams, even before John, to be inspired by a glorious past and disheartened by a lax and puny present.

John Adams was drawn but slowly into his cousin's orbit. He was liable to be distracted from politics by concern over his career, and by his and Abigail's growing family: Their first child, also named Abigail, was born in 1765; their second, John Quincy, was born in 1767. He also deeply disliked mobs and violence—a consequence of his argumentative personality, for mobs end argument with coercion—and condemned the disturbances that coincided with the burning of Hutchinson's house as a “very atrocious violation of the peace.”13

Tensions rose to a new level in 1768 when London sent three regiments under General Thomas Gage to keep the peace in Boston. The deployment had the opposite effect. The mere presence of soldiers on the city's streets was a continual provocation—Samuel Adams trumpeting their real and imagined misdeeds—and Bostonians responded by provoking them, calling them “lobsterbacks,” after their red uniforms, and worse. The only surprise is that it took a year and a half before anyone was killed. In March 1770 a mob of four hundred surrounded a party of eight soldiers and a captain in King Street, threatening them with curses, snowballs, and clubs. Without orders, the soldiers fired, killing five. John Adams, who was attending a discussion group that night, rushed out as the city's bells rang, expecting to fight a fire. Paul Revere, a silversmith and ally of Samuel Adams, produced a print of the “Horrid Massacre,” showing twelve corpses. After the dead were given appropriately spectacular funerals, the soldiers and their commanding officer were tried for murder.

John Adams agreed to head the team of defense lawyers, very likely at Samuel's urging. Defending the soldiers made excellent long-run political sense, from their point of view. The colonial administration had an interest in scapegoating the redcoats; Hutchinson himself had appeared at the scene of the killings and assured an angry crowd that the soldiers would be tried. An acquittal would shift blame for the military's presence back to Hutchinson and his superiors, instead of their instruments. After successfully moving to have the captain and his men tried separately, Adams argued that the captain was not guilty, because he had given no orders to fire, and that the men were not guilty, because their lives had been in danger. Two privates were convicted of manslaughter; the rest were set free.

But Adams was also attracted to the defense by its very unpopularity in the short run. A friend of his ruefully remarked that he was “perhaps rather implacable to those whom he thinks his enemies.” He could be equally so to his friends. Adams's lifelong suspicion of parties was already well-developed: He was willing, as he put it, to “quarrel with both parties and with every individual of each before I would subjugate my understanding, or prostitute my tongue or pen to either.” Singularity was the outward and visible sign of virtue. He knew the purity of his own motives, but he could only demonstrate it if he was braving the scorn of the world, especially that of his “own” side. Adams cherished, as an image of embattled righteousness, the opening lines of a sonnet by Milton.


I did but prompt the age to quit their clogs

By the known rules of ancient liberty,

When straight a barbarous noise environs me

Of owls and cuckoos, asses, apes, and dogs.14




Adams's temperament took comfort from the baying and braying of others. In this case, his own side chose not to quarrel with him: When a Boston seat in the Massachusetts House of Representatives became vacant, Adams—backed by Samuel—was elected to fill it.

Adams's next election raised him from a colonial stage, bound by Boston and Braintree, to a continental one. In a slack period after the Boston Massacre, Samuel Adams and another of his protégés, the Boston doctor Joseph Warren, formed Committees of Correspondence to link like-minded souls throughout the colonies. Soon they had much to write about. In late 1773, Americans up and down the coast refused to buy tea, rather than pay the taxes Parliament had levied on it. In Charleston the tea sat in a warehouse; in New York and Philadelphia it stayed on ships. Boston dumped it in the harbor. London responded by closing the port and suspending Massachusetts's charter, making General Gage the governor. A Continental Congress was called to meet in Philadelphia in early September 1774, “to consult upon the present state of the colonies and the miseries to which they are reduced.” Half the four-man Massachusetts delegation were Adamses.

A few of the delegates had been trained as lawyers in London, and Colonel George Washington of Virginia had cosmopolitan experience of a different kind, having fought French and Indians west of the Alleghenies. But many of them, like John Adams, were leaving their regions for the first time. Not all of them shared Massachusetts's view of the crisis. Joseph Galloway, a lawyer and a leader in the Pennsylvania Assembly, would offer a plan to reform the empire by establishing an “inferior” American branch of Parliament, giving the colonies some say in imperial measures, yet binding them more closely to the system. Warned on their arrival by friendly Philadelphians of the Congress's divided temper, the Massachusetts delegation resolved to be subdued, and let the case for being left alone be made by radicals from other states, such as Richard Henry Lee of Virginia.

John Adams attended daily sessions and nightly formal dinners. One meal, he wrote in his diary, ended with “Curds and creams, jellies, sweetmeats, twenty sorts of tarts, fools, trifles, floating island, whipped sillabubs.” “Parmesan cheese, punch, wine, porter, beer” were also served. He spent his free time gawking at Philadelphia, which, as one of the largest cities in the English-speaking world, and the most tolerant, was full of sights unknown in Boston, including a Roman Catholic church. He was both impressed and disturbed. “Here is every thing which can lay hold of the eye, ear, and imagination. Every thing which can charm and bewitch the simple and ignorant. I wonder how Luther ever broke the spell.”15

The delegates gawked at each other. Thomas Lynch, of South Carolina, reported (inaccurately) that Colonel Washington had offered to outfit one thousand men and march them to Boston. Silas Deane of Connecticut thought that Roger Sherman, also of Connecticut, had the graces and personality of a “chestnut-burr”; he was also disappointed to learn that the firebrand Patrick Henry looked like “a Presbyterian clergyman.” Caesar Rodney of Delaware struck Adams as “the oddest looking man in the world . . . his face is not bigger than a large apple.” James Duane of New York he thought “sly” and “squint-eyed.” What whetted their attention to each other was a common consciousness that they were engaged, for good or ill, in something momentous. They might defend their liberties, transform the empire, or involve themselves and their societies in ruin. “We have not men fit for the times,” Adams had worried in his diary before setting off. “Great things are wanted to be done,” he had written Abigail from the judicial circuit during the summer, “and little things only I fear can be done.” But a week after he had arrived in Philadelphia and met his peers, he felt inspired by their presence together. “There is in the Congress,” he wrote home, “a collection of the greatest men upon this continent.”16

As soon as the brotherhood of greatness settled down to work, there followed a sizing up and a sorting out. After a month's experience in the Congress, Adams could be sarcastic at its expense. Because “[e]very man in it is a great man,” he explained to his wife, “. . . therefore every man upon every question must shew his oratory, his criticism and his political abilities.”17 As in every masculine arena, the great men in Philadelphia were showing off, and some of them were falling short.

A torrent of events, beyond their power to orchestrate, now seemed to sweep them along. Galloway's plan was tabled by a margin of one vote (the colonies voted as units) and stricken from the record. The Congress adjourned in late October, calling for an embargo on trade with Britain and for a second session in May 1775. In London the American expatriate Benjamin Franklin met with pro-American politicians such as General Sir William Howe, to try to arrange some compromise. But sympathetic Englishmen were too small a minority in Parliament to effect policy. Americans meanwhile formed parallel institutions—Committees of Public Safety and provincial Congresses—to replace the colonial ones, and seized weapons and powder from storehouses. Colonel Washington, elected commander of his county militia, ordered muskets, drill books, and silk sashes for officers' uniforms from Philadelphia. Back in Boston, John Adams wrote a series of political essays under the pseudonym “Novanglus” (New England) that struck a radical pitch. “How, then, do we New Englandmen derive our laws? I say, not from parliament, not from common law, but from the law of nature.”18 In mid-April 1775, General Gage sent eight hundred men to Concord, twelve miles northwest of Boston, to secure a cache of munitions, and to arrest Samuel Adams, fomenter of so much trouble, who had fled town. The British easily routed hostile militiamen at Lexington, in the middle of their route, and at Concord. But neither Samuel Adams nor the munitions were to be found. Their return trip was one long rolling ambush as enraged farmers picked off officers and men. By day's end, more than three hundred British had been killed, and nearly one hundred Americans. Once news of the fighting was known, thousands of New Englanders streamed to the Boston area to besiege the town.

Before returning to Congress at the end of April, John Adams went to Lexington and Concord to talk to eyewitnesses and see what had already become sacred ground. These were great events marked in blood. But Congress had its own duties to attend to. “No Assembly,” he wrote, “ever had a greater number of great objects before them.” Many of the personnel were different. Galloway, seeing the drift of things, had refused to be re-elected. Benjamin Franklin had returned to America and joined the Pennsylvania delegation as a radical sixty-nine-year-old. Virginia sent a radical thirty-two-year-old, Thomas Jefferson, a shy, rich planter. Congress's first order of business was to pick a commander-in-chief for the spontaneously generating but disorganized American army. Their choice, as Adams wrote his wife, was “the modest and virtuous, the amiable, generous and brave George Washington Esqr.” He had reason to be pleased with the selection, since he had nominated Washington himself, seeing an alliance of Massachusetts and Virginia as a foundation of energetic policy. Congress also voted to dispatch ten companies of light infantry from the Appalachian back country. “They use,” Adams wrote, “a peculiar kind of [musket] call'd a rifle—it has circular . . . grooves within the barrell, and carries a ball, with great exactness to great distances.”19

Adams's family was closer to rifle balls at this time than he was. The neighborhood swarmed with patriot troops and refugees from Boston; British ships plied the bay, and occasionally anchored at nearby offshore islands. John Quincy, age seven, was taught the order of drill by a militiaman, and when he broke a finger, Joseph Warren, the patriot doctor who was president of the Massachusetts Provincial Congress, set it. “In case of real danger,” John warned Abigail, “fly to the woods with our children” (two more sons, Charles and Thomas, had been born in 1770 and 1772). It did not come to that, but it came close. General Howe, who, whatever his political opinions, was obliged to suppress rebellion, had arrived in Boston to serve under Gage. In mid-June, Howe ordered a frontal assault on the militia (neither Washington nor the riflemen having yet arrived) who occupied Bunker Hill, which guarded the heights north of Boston. Twice the British attacked and were repelled. “To be forced to give up Boston,” Howe remarked to his officers after the second repulse, would “be very disagreeable to us all.”20 On the third charge, they took the position, at a cost of over one-thousand men. More than three hundred of the defenders had been killed.

“My bursting heart must find vent at my pen,” Abigail wrote her husband. “I have just heard that our dear friend Dr. Warren is no more, but fell gloriously fighting for his country. . . . Those favorites lines [of] Collin[s] continually sound in my ear.


How sleep the brave who sink to rest

By all their country's wishes blest? . . .




[T]he God of Israel is he that giveth strength and power unto his people. Trust in him at all times, ye people, pour out your hearts before him. . . . The constant roar of the cannon is so distressing that we can not eat, drink or sleep . . . ten thousand reports are passing vague and uncertain as the wind.”21

Greatness in its most appalling forms—rumor, chaos, death—had come within sight (for the smoke of battle was visible from Braintree) and earshot. But so had its inspirations, and—for whatever they were worth—its consolations. Noble words, and words meant to be noble, from the Bible to the sentimental patriotic verse of William Collins, became as timely as the newspaper, and as personal as one's own name. “You are really brave, my dear,” John wrote back, “you are an heroine.”22

American affairs now followed an obvious division of labor. On the military side, while the British burned coastal towns and encouraged slave revolts and Indian attacks, the Americans mounted an almost-successful invasion of Canada. As these sideshows played out, Washington settled into a traditional siege of Boston, waiting for British cannon captured in northern New York to make the hundred-mile trip across Massachusetts.

On the political side, the Continental Congress had to try to supply and fund the fighting and carry on badly frayed negotiations with London. Since there was no executive, all the detailed work had to be done by committees. Over the next two years, Adams would serve on ninety, and chair twenty-five. His efforts were prodigious, and the drudgery gave him rashes, insomnia, headaches, and fears for the state of his eyes. Sometimes the work was enjoyable. On a trip to Massachusetts, Washington introduced Adams to a party of French Indians as “one of the grand Council Fire in Philadelphia.” They “made me low bows, and scrapes &c. In short I was much pleased with this days entertainment.”23

But beyond war-making and administration stood the great as-yet-unanswered question: What were the war, and the Congress, for? Redress of grievances, or something more drastic? To many, the bloodshed in Massachusetts, and Britain's resolve to persist, made the situation plain. Philadelphia journalist Thomas Paine, a recent immigrant from Britain, saw the issue with the clarity that outsiders and sharp writers tend to find in things. “[U]ntil an independence is declared, the Continent will feel itself like a man who continues putting off some unpleasant business from day to day, yet knows it must be done . . .”24 His pamphlet making this case, Common Sense, had record-breaking sales (150,000, out of a population of less than 3 million—the equivalent today of 14 million). Adams read it with appreciation, and sent a copy to Abigail.

Congressional resistance to such a step was led by John Dickinson, a wealthy Pennsylvania lawyer from a lapsed Quaker family. He too had a clear and forceful style; his 1768 pamphlet, Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer, had been the previous American political bestseller. Then, he had argued that Britain's new imperial taxes infringed on established rights. Now, he feared that independence would be the rash innovation. His mild manner, and his great reputation, won him the respect of even his most impetuous colleagues. In deference to him, he was allowed to draft a conciliatory petition to the king, three weeks after Bunker Hill, assuring “your Majesty” that his “faithful subjects” would be faithful still, if only their grievances were addressed. When the motion passed, Dickinson declared that there was “but one word” in it “which I disapprove, and that is the word Congress,” since it suggested a politically independent body. Benjamin Harrison of Virginia, unable to contain himself, retorted, “There was but one word . . . of which I approve, and that is the word Congress.”25

Adams recorded his reactions in two letters home. To Abigail, he complained of the “fidgets,” “whims,” and “caprices” of “some of us.” To a friend, he wrote that a “piddling genius, whose fame has been trumpeted so loudly, has given a silly cast to our whole doings.”26 Adams's letters were captured on their way to Massachusetts by the British and published in hostile newspapers by the end of the summer. His sentiments were too harsh to be ignored and not witty enough to raise a laugh. Dickinson cut him in the street.

In March 1776 the military situation changed dramatically. After the cannon arrived from New York and Washington mounted them on the heights overlooking Boston, the British, knowing it was futile to remain, withdrew to their naval base in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Harvard awarded General Washington, whose formal schooling had stopped at age fifteen, an honorary doctorate; Massachusetts still celebrates Evacuation Day today. Liberation brought no relief, however. Every important town in the colonies was vulnerable to attack by sea: Where would the British strike next?

At the beginning of June, Adams went to a stationery shop on Front Street, a few blocks from the State House in which Congress sat, and bought a folio book in which to make copies of his letters. Duplicating his correspondence “will be an advantage to me in several respects,” he wrote his wife. “In the first place, I shall write more deliberately. In the second place, I shall be able at all times to review what I have written.”27 In the third place, he sensed that he would soon be writing letters worth saving. On June 7, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia moved that “these United colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent states.” Adams was appointed to a committee to draft a revolutionary statement of purpose.

Congress debated for the next three and a half weeks. The representatives of the middle colonies and South Carolina offered the contradictory arguments of a weakening position: Independence should not be declared, or it should not be declared just yet. The motion's supporters maintained that independence was already an “existing fact.”

As events had called forth stronger and stronger measures, the Massachusetts delegation had abandoned the strategy of lying low. Adams took the lead in arguing for action, firmness, and now independence. From descriptions of his speaking style, it seems that he did not employ the flowers of rhetoric or theatrical effect (when Patrick Henry had cried, “Give me liberty, or give me death!” he had underlined the last word by striking his chest). Adams moved his listeners, when he was at his best, with directness and power. According to one congressman, when he spoke it seemed as if “an angel was let down from heaven to illumine” his audience.28 Angels do not give stemwinders; they make a plain demonstration of what they wish to be done.

As June ended, seven states in New England and the south favored independence. The New York delegation's instructions, which had been drawn up almost a year and a political era ago, did not allow them to vote for it; at most, they might abstain. New Jersey was sending new delegates who would be instructed to vote in favor. Delaware's two delegates in Philadelphia were split; the third, who was pro-independence, would have to be called from home, where he was nursing a cancer of the face. Pennsylvania, Maryland, and South Carolina would have to be won over by horse-trading. On Monday, July 1, Lee's motion was brought to a vote.

The last speech against was given by Dickinson. He said as he began that he knew his words would destroy his “once great and . . . now diminished” popularity, but he imprudently made the case for prudence one more time. Adams answered him, speaking for several hours. During his talk, the new New Jersey delegation arrived, requiring him to review what he had said. He kept no notes of his speech, could never recall it afterward, and indeed thought that giving it had been a waste of time. “Nothing was said but what had been repeated and hackneyed in that room before, a hundred times, for six months past.” He did himself an injustice. If men could comprehend an argument the first time it was made, the history of philosophy and politics would be very short. This particular argument merited effort and repetition, for it would have momentous consequences. Three days earlier a British fleet had attacked Charleston, and another, larger fleet had been spotted off Long Island, heading for New York. Adams “was our Colossus on the floor,” a pro-independence delegate wrote. “His reasoning demonstrated not only the justice but the expediency of the measure,” wrote Richard Stockton, one of the New Jerseyans who arrived in midspeech. “I call him the Atlas of American independence.”29 Stockton would have to back these judgments up personally. The British captured him later in the war and treated him so harshly that his life was shortened.

At day's end, nine states were for independence (Maryland having also switched). On July 2, the third Delaware man—Caesar Rodney, he of the small face—arrived to tip his state. Dickinson and one other reluctant Pennsylvanian were persuaded to stay home, so that the pro-independence faction of their delegation would prevail; South Carolina went along for unanimity, and independence passed, by a vote of 12–0 (New York abstaining). Despite his loss, Dickinson immediately enlisted to fight, while the British, unmoved by his arguments, had orders to burn his mansion should they ever capture Philadelphia.

It was the second of July, and the passing of Richard Henry Lee's motion, which Adams believed, as he wrote his wife, would be commemorated “from this time forward forevermore.” In the near term, the new country and its leaders faced a string of disasters, which would not end until the battles of Trenton and Princeton six months later. By then it was clear that the British evacuation of Boston would not be followed by a next phase, but by a series of phases, trying and unpredictable. That did not make the act of declaring independence a trivial moment, any more than Adams's speech of July 1 was a wasted effort. Time may be a stream, but it is remembered as steps, and the step Congress had taken was a great one. In March 1777 Abigail wrote her husband that “posterity who are to reap the blessings, will scarcly be able to conceive the hardships and sufferings of their ancesstors.”30 Adams and his peers no longer had to look back to the Puritans, or to the men who took Louisburg. They themselves were great ancestors.
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