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Foreword


Abigail Adams is often referred to as the wife of one president and the mother of another. Rarely is she described as a woman in her own right. But it just may be, as later members of the Adams family claimed, that it was John Adams’s choice of Abigail Smith for his wife that was a major factor in launching him on his memorable career. And it is certain that it was Abigail’s early—and continuing—influence that made it possible for her oldest son, John Quincy Adams, to become our sixth president.

Indeed, her primary focus and concerns were in her role as wife and mother. But Abigail Adams’s life deserves exploration for more than this. She lives in history because of her extraordinary letters to her family and to her friends.

More than two thousand letters survive as a written legacy to us because family members recognized their importance and ignored her pleas to burn them. Abigail’s letters are her biography, and it is through them that we come to understand her unique character as well as her remarkable intellect, her sense of humor, her independent spirit, and her flair for the English language. It is the spontaneity of her expression that opens a wide window for us on a crucial period in our nation’s history, and brings Abigail Adams and her time to life.

I have attempted to tell her story through these letters, in the hope that readers will be able to get inside her head and her heart, to see and feel and think as she did, to experience with her the heartache, the loneliness, the joys.

Witness to the divided loyalties of the colonists and to the gathering storm of the revolutionary war, even the actual Battle of Bunker Hill and its devastating toll of lives, she was able to give a poignant report of the American Revolution and to document the times—and the people—who played a vital role in the birth of our nation.

As she artlessly mingled the momentous with the intimate—the hostilities in Boston with the need for pins from Philadelphia because none were to be had in Massachusetts; the state of the crops on their farm with the labor pains she was at that moment experiencing; sharp comments on politicians with the chatter of her children—she documented what it was like to live at a time when education was not available to young women, and when pregnancy and childbirth meant the fear of death, as did inoculation against smallpox and many of the common diseases of childhood. Women were called upon to make life-and-death decisions for their children, to educate their daughters, and to run their farms when their husbands were away for months, or sometimes years, at a time. Yet they had, at best, second-class legal and political status.

Faced with the unfamiliar task of providing financially for her children while her husband was in Europe for over four years, Abigail used her imagination and discovered talents she hadn’t realized she possessed to accomplish her goal. John’s unique talent, she believed, was essential for the survival of the nation, so she accepted his abandonment of family life as his patriotic duty. Her resulting situation became, for her, simply the patriotic sacrifice that she, as a woman, could make for her country.

She did the best job she could, but when she was overwhelmed, she wasn’t above telling her husband, “I want you for my Protector.” Often on lonely nights, in the silence of the cold, dark house, she used her pen as her emotional outlet, pouring out her fears as well as her passionate love for him.

Eighteenth-century women had a view of their role in society that was very different from what we have today. Uppermost in women’s minds was the very fact of their feminine identity. Femininity consisted of delicacy, modesty, softness. This was central to their self-concept. It shaped their lives.

Abigail Adams must be viewed as a woman of her times, and in her own context. She spoke out strongly for education for women and for legal status equal to that of men, but she valued the domestic role as the greatest in her life. For her, a woman who spoke with wisdom was not “inconsistent” with one who “cheerfully” tended to her household.

We must be careful not to judge Abigail in terms of today. We must not look at the eighteenth century through a lens ground in the 1990s. That Abigail achieved the fullest equality permitted by her society is a remarkable tribute to her understanding of the possibilities as well as the limits of her place as a woman in a man’s world.

Abigail Adams had a strong sense of the different roles of the sexes in a marriage, but she had an equally strong belief in marriage as a partnership. Her story must, of necessity, deal with her extraordinary relationship with her husband, a husband driven by a need for fame and a profound anxiety for his future, who was her “partner,” her lover, her “Dearest Friend” for over fifty-four years of marriage.
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Chronology


1744: November 11   Abigail Smith born at Weymouth, Mass.

1759:   Abigail Smith meets John Adams.

1760: March 25   George III becomes king of England. Writs of Assistance reintroduced.

1761:   John Adams begins courtship of Abigail Smith.

1764: October 25   Abigail Smith marries John Adams.

1765: January   Stamp Act passed by Parliament.

July 14   Abigail Adams (Nabby) born.

1766:   Stamp Act repealed.

1767: June 15-July 2   Townsend Acts passed in Parliament.

July 11   John Quincy Adams born.

1768: December 28   Susanna Adams born.

1770: February 4   Susanna Adams dies.

March 5   Boston Massacre occurs.

May 29   Charles Adams born.

1772: September 15   Thomas Boylston Adams born.

1773: May 10 The Act passed.

Summer Abigail begins correspondence and friendship with Mercy Otis Warren.

December 16   Boston Tea Party.

1774: March 31   Parliament passes Boston Port Act in retaliation for Boston Tea Party—to be enacted June 1.

June   John is elected a delegate to the First Continental Congress.

September 5   First Continental Congress assembles in Philadelphia.

1775: April 19 Battle of Lexington and Concord begins revolutionary war.

June 17   Battle of Bunker Hill takes place.

June 22   Second Continental Congress meets.

October 1   Abigail’s mother, Elizabeth Smith, dies.

1776: March 17 Boston is liberated.

March 31   Abigail writes letter to John asking him to “Remember the Ladies.”

June   Abigail takes her family to Boston to be inoculated against smallpox.

July 4   Colonies sign Declaration of Independence.

1777: July 11   Abigail gives birth to stillborn baby, whom she names Elizabeth.

1778: February   John and John Quincy sail for Europe.

Summer   Abigail’s two-year-old niece Louisa Smith comes to live with her.

1779: August   John and John Quincy return from France. John begins work on Massachusetts Constitution.

October   John is unanimously elected minister plenipotentiary to France.

November 15   John, John Quincy, and Charles sail to Europe.

1781: July   John Quincy leaves for St. Petersburg, Russia.

October 19 General Cornwallis surrenders at Yorktown.

1782: January   Charles arrives home from Europe.

April   John achieves Dutch recognition of American independence.

1783: September   Abigail’s father, Reverend William Smith, dies.

1784: June 20   Abigail and Nabby sail for Europe.

July 21   Abigail and Nabby enter London.

July 30   Abigail and Nabby are reunited with John Quincy.

August 7   Abigail and Nabby are reunited with John after almost five years.

August 8 The family sets out for Paris. Abigail begins friendship with Thomas Jefferson.

1785: February   John Adams is appointed first American ambassador to the Court of St. James.

May 12   John Quincy sails home from France.

1785-1787:   The Adamses reside in London.

1786: June 12   Nabby Adams marries Col. William S. Smith.

November   Shays’s Rebellion takes place in Massachusetts.

1787: April   Nabby gives birth to a son and Abigail becomes a grandmother.

Summer   John Quincy graduates from Harvard. Constitutional Convention meets.

1788: April 20 The Adamses sail for home.

June 17 John and Abigail arrive in Boston to hero’s welcome.

1789: April 12 John Adams is notified officially that he has been elected vice-president.

April 30   George Washington is inaugurated as first president of the United States.

July 14   The French Revolution begins.

1791:   A two-party system emerges: Federalists and Republicans.

1792: February   Braintree is renamed Quincy in honor of Abigail’s grandfather, John Quincy.

December   George Washington and John Adams are reelected.

1794: May John Quincy is appointed minister to the Netherlands. His brother Thomas accompanies him as his secretary

1795: August   Charles marries Sally Smith, sister of Col. William Smith.

1797: February 8   John Adams elected second president of the United States. Abigail becomes “First Lady.” Thomas Jefferson becomes vice-president.

April   John’s mother, Susanna Boylston Adams, dies.

July 26   John Quincy marries Louisa Catherine Johnson in London.

1798: June 18-July 14   Alien and Sedition Acts passed.

1799: December 14   George Washington dies.

1800:   Washington, D.C. becomes nation’s capital.

November 30   Charles Adams dies.

1801: February 17   Congress elects Thomas Jefferson president of the United States. The Adamses return to Quincy.

September 4   John Quincy, Louisa, and their five-month-old son George return from Europe.

1805: Summer   Thomas marries Ann (Nancy) Harrod.

1809:   John Quincy is named ambassador to Russia by newly elected president James Madison.

1811: Summer   Nabby discovers cancerous tumor in her breast.

October   Nabby has a mastectomy in her parents’ home.

October 16   Mary’s husband, Richard Cranch, dies.

October 17   Abigail’s sister, Mary Cranch, dies.

1812:   War with England breaks out.

1813:   Nabby Adams Smith dies of cancer.

1814: December 24   John Quincy signs Treaty of Ghent, ending war with England.

1815: April 10   Abigail’s sister, Elizabeth Shaw Peabody, dies suddenly.

1817: August 6   John Quincy and his family return to America. John Quincy is named secretary of state by President James Monroe.

1818: October 28   Abigail Adams dies.
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The Quincy-Smith Family



[image: Image]

The John Adams Family
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AA TO JA, OCTOBER 25, 1782
“Is there a dearer name than FRIEND? Think of it for me.”





ABIGAIL ADAMS

Witness to a Revolution
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CHAPTER I
“a very incorrect writer”


Abigail watched as her grandmother poured tea from the graceful porcelain teapot. How she loved to be in this great house, called Mount Wollaston, situated high on a hill in the town of Braintree, and looking out on a vast expanse of ocean. She had a precious bond with this grandmother who seemed to the young girl to transform everything she touched from the ordinary to the special. Abigail sensed that Elizabeth Quincy was proud of her granddaughter’s quick mind. She never complained about her being too bookish, as Abigail’s mother often did.

Abby was a small, frail child—with fair skin, dark hair, and wide, penetrating black eyes—who dearly loved to read. But she had a stubborn streak that dismayed her mother. Grandmother Quincy said she found Abby’s high spirits refreshing, even if she was sometimes hard to manage. “Wild colts make the best horses,” Abigail had heard her say to her mother.1

Elizabeth Quincy had a lively and cheerful disposition, and was always bubbling with the latest news, gossip, and practical suggestions for peaceful living. Abigail thought Grandmother must surely be a very wise lady.

Abigail also loved tall, white-haired Grandfather Quincy, and treasured the time she could spend with him in his great library. It ran the full length of the house and overlooked Boston Bay. There were wonderful books there. She would be able to read them when she was a little bit older, he promised.

In fact, it didn’t really bother her that she was often plagued by illness and unable to play outdoors with her two sisters. Whatever disease was about Abby seemed to catch, and more seriously than Mary and Betsy. But if she could recuperate at Mount Wollaston she didn’t mind so much. She knew Grandmother would read stories to her or spin her own wonderful tales.

One of Abby’s favorites was about their ancestor who had traveled from Normandy with William the Conqueror to help rescue Great Britain in 1066. And it delighted her to learn that a Quincy had been one of the signers of the Magna Carta. Grandfather even showed her the parchment document attesting to this. Abigail thought Grandmother Quincy was a wonderful teacher. She liked the way she mixed instruction and amusement, and she hoped she could grow up to be just like her.

Abigail Smith had been born on November 11, 1744, to Elizabeth Quincy Smith and William Smith, in the little seaport town of Weymouth, Massachusetts, ten miles south of Boston. The road to Boston from Weymouth was little more than an ancient Indian path that led north through the neighboring town of Braintree, with dangerous crossings at the brooks and rivers along the way. People traveled on foot or by horse or chaise, a sort of chair on wheels pulled by a horse.

Weymouth had been the first community established in the Massachusetts Bay Colony, an offshoot of the original New England settlement at Plymouth. Now, with a population of about two thousand, it was a beautiful rural town with an abundance of trees, rising hills, and clear running streams. The smell of salt water was always in the air, for Weymouth faced the sea.

The people of Weymouth were mosdy farmers, quiet people who valued tradition and were deeply religious. Religion was an ingrained part of their existence, but not a subject for discussion. It was personal and private. Abigail’s father was their minister.

Parson Smith was a warmhearted, patient, and gentle man, beloved by his parishioners. He was part of a small minority of ministers at that time who had a college degree. William Smith had attended Harvard College in Cambridge, near Boston, and his love of books was legendary. He passed this love on to his three daughters.

The Weymouth Parsonage, where Mary, Abigail, Betsy, and their brother William were growing up, was a large, rambling house, a mixture of old and new. As their family expanded, and the Smiths outgrew the original tiny house, they built an L-shaped larger addition. The house sat on the crest of a low hill, with a fine view of the surrounding farmlands and, in the distance, Weymouth’s deeply indented coastline.

[image: Image]

Inside, the house had an air of warmth and hospitality. Members of Parson Smith’s congregation were always welcome, as were many young people, who were encouraged to browse through the books in his fine library. There was frequently a lively and literate group of relatives and friends gathered around his fireside.

Often the three sisters—Mary, fourteen, Abigail, ten, and Betsy, just five—would huddle at the edge of the room, out of the fire’s light, listening to their parents and guests discussing the public questions of the times. Nine-year-old Billy was not interested. It was the year 1755, and the French and Indian War, that final contest for control of the North American continent between Great Britain and France, had recently begun. The girls were eager gatherers of all the news. They particularly enjoyed hearing talk of the bravery of a tall, ambitious young man named George Washington. The governor of Virginia had placed him in command of a group of militiamen, citizen soldiers, to fight the French in the Ohio Valley. These overheard conversations inspired Mary and Abigail to read the foreign news and the debates of the British Parliament in the newspapers that arrived each week. Mrs. Smith seemed unaware of her daughters’ interest.

Their father did encourage their love of books, and taught them to read and write. But their mother would not hear of their going to school, despite pleas to be allowed to attend the local Dame school. She feared for their health, particularly Abigail’s. It was not unusual then for parents to be concerned about the health of their children, for the rate of infant mortality was high in the eighteenth century. Diphtheria, smallpox, whooping cough, and measles were great killers. In 1751 eleven children had died of diphtheria in Weymouth in one week.

Elizabeth Smith was the perfect minister’s wife, providing work for poor neighbors and caring for the sick. She refused to meddle in any petty quarrels in the parish, and treated everyone with equal kindness. She taught her daughters to do the same. And she taught them the importance of family affection and compassion. “We should never wait to be requested to do a kind office, an act of love,” she told them. Abby often accompanied her when she visited the sick or brought food or firewood to a needy family.

[image: Image]

The girls learned from her to accept whatever life brought them. And they learned that marriage and motherhood were the chief functions of every adult female. Despite the fact that there were servants in the household, the girls were taught to help with domestic chores. Mrs. Smith was preparing her daughters for the woman’s role decreed by tradition. Yet they grew to be fun-loving girls who were often conspirators against their mother’s overprotectiveness. And they were always good friends.

[image: Image]

Abby loved best the times that she sat with her father in the warmth of the crackling fire, his large, warm, dark eyes, so much like her own, shining down at her as he read to her from the works of Shakespeare, Dryden, or Pope. When she begged him to convince her mother to allow her to go to school, he gently reminded her of the three great libraries in their family: his, Grandfather Quincy’s, and Uncle Isaac Smith’s. She could make use of all of them, he told her. He encouraged her to enrich and cultivate her fine, inquisitive mind, explaining that it was a priceless gift from God.
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Parson Smith urged his daughters to speak harshly of no one, to stress the “handsome” aspects of an individual, and then to switch the conversation to “Things rather than Persons.”2 Although he was a minister, he often labored in the fields, planting corn and potatoes, sowing barley, gathering hay, and tending his sheep. Now that his middle daughter had turned ten, he gave her a lamb of her own as a pet. Abby was delighted, and from then on she would watch over their flock of sheep “like an old Devon sheepman.” She loved to help her father at lambing time, in spite of her mother’s objections that a young lady belonged in the parlor, not in the barn. Abigail thought she could be in both places and still be a lady.

She saw nothing wrong with shelling peas with her own hands for a dinner to be served on a table set with fine linen and silver. Years later she told a granddaughter that she liked being “wild and giddy,” and enjoyed it when a neighbor warned her that she would make either a very bad or a very good woman.3 Mary, on the other hand, was the quiet child, often tending her younger siblings while her mother cared for the community. Years later Abigail remembered that “a thread would govern one, a cable would be necessary for the other.”4 Betsy was the romantic in the family. Growing up with two older sisters who provided her with opportunities for learning from them and their friends, she developed a keen mind, an appealing personality, and a strong will.

As Abigail grew to be a teenager, she was given permission to visit at her aunt Elizabeth and uncle Isaac Smith’s home in Boston. Isaac Smith was a wealthy merchant and shipowner. It was in his handsome house that Abigail finally found friends outside her immediate family circle. Here, without her parents or siblings, she began to feel a sense of independence. Her aunt Elizabeth allowed her more freedom than did her mother, all the while communicating to Abigail that she was a favored niece. Her cousin Isaac, Jr., five years younger than she but already preparing for Harvard, shared books and ideas with her. She became friendly with several girls who were about her own age, and she met numerous young men, although none appealed to her.

Abigail found life in Boston very different from life in Weymouth or Braintree. Boston was larger (it was New England’s largest town), noisier, dirtier, and more crowded. But it provided constant entertainment—and it was always exciting. The pace of life was faster, too, and the style of living more formal. Almost completely surrounded by the sea, Boston was one of the busiest ports in the British Empire. Its wealth came from overseas trade, and everyone was dependent on the success or failure of its fine ships.

Abigail and her friends loved to browse in the shops to see the latest fashions just arrived from London, or get lost in the maze of narrow, crooked streets paved with cobblestones that had been brought there as ballast on the ships. Sometimes Uncle Isaac took them into his dimly lit warehouse, where the smells of coffee and wine from Madeira mingled with those of sugar and spices from the West Indies and tea from the Far East.
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Often the girls would wander down to the harbor to watch the ships coming in, their tall masts and white sails silhouetted against the bright blue New England sky, with the British Union Jack billowing in the breeze. As a special treat, Uncle Isaac occasionally arranged for them to be taken in a dinghy to one of his ships anchored in the harbor. They loved to peer out the portholes from its dark cabin at the gently rolling tide. They couldn’t know then that the tide of Boston Harbor would soon rock the British Empire.

When she returned to Weymouth from Boston, Abigail maintained a “literary correspondence” with her new friends. The young people considered these exchanges of letters an opportunity to improve their minds and polish their writing styles. Abigail had no friends her own age with whom she could talk in the tiny town of Weymouth, so she particularly loved this chance to express her thoughts in letters. It seemed to lessen her sense of isolation while she pursued her solitary studies in literature, history, and religion in her father’s library. For she was intent on getting an education, in spite of her mother’s feelings on the subject.

Abigail’s keen mind, and her ability to express ideas poetically, shine through all her letters. But she was painfully aware that her letters lacked polish. Her writing, she knew, bore the scar of her mother’s unwillingness to allow her to have a formal education. She worried about her handwriting, her spelling, and her “pointing” (punctuation), and apologized to her friends for being a “very incorrect writer.” She hoped she wouldn’t be thought stupid.5

While she and her friends liked to consider their correspondence “literary,” they were also simply pursuing friendship. The girls shared confidences and discussed their interests. They indulged in flights of imagination by adopting classical pen names in the manner of the times. Abigail became Diana, Roman goddess of the moon.

In the eighteenth century letter writing was a literary art. Abigail thought the novelist Samuel Richardson was the greatest teacher of this art. She loved his books, and read them avidly. Pamela and Clarissa Harlowe had been published when she was a little girl, and now, just as she was entering her teens, Richardson’s seven-volume series, Sir Charles Grandison, began to appear. She read them all, eagerly awaiting each new one.

In his stories Richardson dealt with questions that were on the minds of many literate and sensitive young women of the eighteenth century: personal identity, duty to family and society, sexuality, marriage, and the role of the educated woman. He wrote his novels as a series of letters designed to teach his readers the art of letter writing as well as the art of living. The goal of female education, he said, was to prepare young women to be better wives and mothers.

All the characters in Richardson’s books were concerned with questions of conscience. His hero, Sir Charles Grandison, was a “perfect” character, a man of virtue and honor. He became for Abigail the ideal man, the standard by which she would judge all men for the rest of her life. From him she learned that marriage to the right man, one who would respect her accomplishments, could provide her with the sheltered environment necessary to protect her virtue and realize her full potential. Abigail and her sisters understood that their future depended on choosing the right mates, for in marriage they lost their legal identity and were completely dependent on their husbands.

But it seemed to Abigail that she never would find the right man. As she neared her seventeenth birthday, she responded to a letter from a cousin who had just been married:

You bid me tell one of my sparks to bring me to see you. Why! I believe you think they are as plenty as herrings, when, alas! there is as great a scarcity of them as there is of justice, honesty, prudence, and many other virtues…. I should really rejoice to come and see you, but if I wait till I get a (what did you call ‘em?) I fear you’ll be blind with age.6

At about the same time she wrote to Isaac Jr. that knowledge was essential to happiness, and that youth was the best season in which to acquire it. “In youth the mind is like a tender twig which you may bend as you please,” she explained, “but in age like a sturdy oak and hard to move.”7

As she encouraged Isaac to continue to read and to learn, she was beginning to feel that women, too, had an important role to play in the “great theatre” of life. After all, she argued, they were the ones responsible for the care and early instruction of their children. Therefore it was essential that they be educated as well as their brothers. She pleaded to be allowed to study with the “great masters” who taught the male members of her family. That she could not would remain one of the crushing disappointments of her life.

The great charter of English political and civil liberties granted by King John at Runnymede on June 15, 1215.

When the Julian calendar was replaced by the Gregorian in 1752, a correction of eleven days was made, and Abigail’s birthday became November 22.

Dame schools, popular at this time, were so called because they were taught by women, or dames.

Eighteenth-century term for suitor, or boyfriend.



CHAPTER II
“Ballast is what I want”


One of the visitors to the parsonage at about the time Abby was eleven was a tall, thin, gentle man with an infectious wit, who loved to talk. His name was Richard Cranch. Now thirty years old, Cranch had come from England ten years before. He was a self-taught theologian, one who studies religion, and a student of literature. He was also a watch repairman. Most important, he loved to teach, and he infected the three sisters with his zest for life and for literature. He put the right books into their hands and taught them to love the poets as he did. He was probably the first man (other than Parson Smith and young Isaac) to take Abigail’s passion for learning seriously. Abby adored him.

Each time he arrived at the parsonage she would insist that he listen to some new lines of poetry that she had memorized from Shakespeare, Milton, Pope, or Thomson. Pope, she told him, was a joy, but James Thomson was her favorite. Thomson described the world she knew and made her see it in a fresh new way. His descriptions of the first spring showers, of summer thunderstorms, and of the terrors of a wintry night showed an honest understanding and love of the details of nature. From him she learned that each season brought moments of beauty and pleasure, but also times of destruction and sadness. Years later Abigail would often quote a line of poetry to help her express a deeply felt sentiment.

Another frequent visitor to the parsonage was Abigail’s cousin Cotton Tufts, a tall, lanky, rather homely looking man twelve years older than she. In 1752, at the age of twenty, he had begun to practice medicine in Weymouth. Like Richard Cranch, he was compassionate, witty, devout, and hungry for knowledge, and he became an excellent physician by the standards of the day. He often came to borrow books from the Smith’s library, then stayed to talk. There, he met Lucy Quincy, Mrs. Smith’s sister, and married her on December 2, 1755. Thus, he became both cousin and uncle to the Smith children. Abigail called him Uncle Tufts. He became particularly devoted to her, and they remained close friends for the rest of his life.

[image: Image]

By 1761 another young man began to appear regularly at the parsonage. Richard Cranch was now openly “courting” Mary, and he came frequently, sometimes bringing with him his friend, a short, brash, arrogant, somewhat overweight young lawyer with clear blue eyes named John Adams. John, at twenty-six, nine years younger than Richard, first came simply to combine legal business with the pleasure of the half-hour ride from Braintree. But he soon felt at home in the family, enjoyed the stimulating conversation at Parson Smith’s fireside, and particularly loved the opportunity granted him to borrow books.

On his first visit to the parsonage two years before, John had not been at all impressed by the Smith girls. He had just broken off a romance with the beautiful, flirtatious Hannah Quincy, a distant cousin of theirs. By comparison, Mary and Abby were “wits,” he admitted, but “quite lacking in tenderness.”1 They, in turn, thought he talked too much. He was certainly not the sort of man to set a girl’s heart pounding.

By now, Abigail, at seventeen, had grown into a pretty, delicate-looking teenager with a slender figure and clear, pale skin. But she had lost none of her childhood stubbornness or curiosity. She was quick-witted and direct, and often spoke her mind. She and her sisters, even eleven-year-old Betsy, were good talkers and good listeners, and they delighted in stimulating conversation. Although nine years younger than John, Abigail showed no deference to the rather cocksure opinions of this enthusiastic young lawyer bursting with ideas and ready to talk about everything. Too often, she commented to Mary, he spoke first and thought later. But he was able to send them into gales of laughter with his easy mimicry of local characters.

[image: Image]

John increasingly found “business” taking him the four miles to Weymouth. As his visits became more and more frequent, Abigail slowly began to find something strangely attractive about him. She began to think that in some ways they were much alike. In fact, the three men, Richard Cranch, Cotton Tufts, and John Adams, and the three sisters were forming a bond that would last until death.

Often, when John arrived, he would find Abby, dressed primly in a brown or gray dress, with her head bent low in a book. He had been brought up to think that “the principal design of a young lady from her birth to her marriage was to procure and prepare herself for a worthy companion in life.”2 Not so Abigail. John had never met a woman like her. Although at times she seemed shy, she often stood up to him, not boldly, but with a gentle strength of will that was a match for his impetuous force. And he liked her vivaciousness and her lively mind. It made her even more attractive to him. Soon he confided to his diary that the Smiths’ middle daughter was “a constant feast … prudent, modest, delicate, soft, sensible, obliging, active.”3

And Abigail was beginning to discover the tenderness and enthusiasm that were hiding behind John’s mask of arrogance.

John Adams and Abigail Smith were falling in love.

Their courtship unfolded slowly, for John had a career to make, and they would have to be patient. In the meantime Abby learned all she could about this young man. As John related stories of his childhood to her, she came to recognize his strong sense of competitiveness. As a young boy he had whittled boats to launch on the pond, he told her, then tried to sail them farther, fly his kites higher, and roll his hoops faster along the rutted roads than his friends. He played marbles and quoits, a game similar to ringtoss, and he loved to swim in the summer and go sledding and skating in winter. His favorite sport was hunting.

From the age of ten he had had a fondness for girls, and in his early teens he seemed to attract the opposite sex. He loved to “gallant the girls,” he told her. But his parents had solemnly instructed him in the proper behavior that must guide his relations with the females of Braintree, and he had heeded their advice.

When he was young, he admitted, he was not interested in books. He much preferred to run barefoot around town with his noisy pack of friends, particularly his closest friend, John Hancock, a minister’s son who was a year younger than he.

John went on to tell Abigail how he had begged his father to abandon his dream of sending his oldest son to Harvard. John’s younger brothers, Peter Boylston and Elihu, were never offered the opportunity for an education.

When his father asked John, “What would you be, child?” John had responded instantly, “Be a farmer.”

His father would show him what it meant to be a farmer. The next morning the two set out together to get thatch. They worked all day in the hot sun, up to their knees in mud, bending and cutting and tying the thick bundles of thatch. It was tiring work, but John stuck to it, trying to match his father’s pace.

That night, after dinner, as John rested his aching muscles, his father challenged him: “Well, John, are you satisfied with being a farmer?”

“Yes, Sir, I like it very well.”

“Aye, but I don’t like it so well,” his father replied, “so you shall go to school.”4

By the age of sixteen, the young farm boy had discovered the joy of learning, and recognized his own extraordinary capacity for plain hard work. He was ready to apply for admission to Harvard College. But he disappointed his father by allowing his religious doubts to close off the ministry as a career. When he graduated from Harvard in 1755, he taught school for a while. Soon the law began to attract him. Whenever he could, he attended court sessions, listening with fascination to the lawyers’ clever verbal debates. Finally, he decided to study law.

Once he had made the decision, he drove himself relentlessly, reading books on many subjects, as well as common law, canon law, and civil law. At this time there were no law schools. Young men interested in pursuing a career in this field “read” law, usually under the direction of an established attorney. When Jeremiah Gridley, the leading lawyer in Boston, learned that John had been reading Coke’s Institutes, the great lawbook that records some five hundred years of English law, and the new publication of Blackstone’s Analysis of the Laws of England, he was sufficiently impressed to agree to sponsor him as a lawyer. On November 6, 1758, John Adams was admitted to the bar.

But the dignified Mr. Gridley cautioned John to “pursue the study of law rather than the gain of it.”5 He also advised the young man not to marry early. The law must be his mistress and a demanding one, he warned him. John took his advice to heart. He accepted the interesting cases rather than the lucrative ones, and he plunged into the study of the great English casebooks and the treatises written in Latin that he had to labor over sentence by sentence.

But he was frequently melancholy, and often uncertain of what it was he really wanted to do with his life. He recognized that he was a bright, passionate man, but he had an unlimited need for approval and recognition. He called himself “puffy, vain, conceited.” He was content with nothing less than perfection in himself. “Ballast is what I want. I totter with every breeze. My motions are unsteady,” he had written in his diary soon after he was admitted to the bar.6

Now, with his father’s recent death (on May 25, 1761), John inherited a small house and farm and became a “man of substance.” At twenty-six, with a rapidly growing law practice, he was finally free to marry. And he had made up his mind that he would marry Abigail Smith. He sensed that she would be the ballast he needed.



CHAPTER III
“You may take me”


John’s law practice made it necessary for him to be away from Braintree frequently. Young lawyers “rode the circuit,” going to the larger cities such as Boston or Worcester to try their cases in the courts there.

When John and Abigail could not be together they wrote letters to each other, letters full of wit and devotion, to bridge the days until they could be together again.

To John, she was “Miss Adorable,” or “Miss Jemima.” To her he was first, most correctly, “Mr. John Adams,” then, “My friend” and “Jonathon.” Later they used classical names, as Abigail did with her friends. She had already taken the name Diana. She called John “Lysander,” after the great Spartan admiral known for his courage and ability. Their letters were gay, uninhibited, and full of passion, with no hint of their Puritan descent or their Calvinist upbringing.

John told her he dreamed of her charms. He talked of the two or three million kisses he had given her, then ordered her to “give [him] as many kisses and as many hours of your company after nine o’clock as he shall please to demand and charge them to my account.”1

Abigail struggled to maintain the coy restraint her role required. But she managed to tell him plainly that she cared for him “with the tenderest affection.”

“At night,” she said, “I no sooner close my Eyes than some invisible Being bears me to you.”2

Sometimes she could tease him: Had John heard that two apparitions had been seen about the Smith house, one of which resembled him? “How,” she wondered, had it “ever entered into the head of an apparition to assume a form like yours?”

She went on to tell him that she would accompany him on a trip to the circuit court in Worcester the following week, “provided I shall not be any encumberance to you, for I have too much pride to be a clog to anybody.”3 She did go with him, staying with friends there. When they returned, Abigail joked that the rocky, bumpy roads between Boston and Worcester were good practice for the hazards of matrimony.

Their love was growing giddy and passionate. Increasingly their meetings started with conversation, but quickly turned to lovemaking that pushed hard against the bounds of prudence. Both had so much sexual yearning, called “excessive sensibility,” that they actually became ill from anxiety and anticipation as the years of courtship continued.

When a snowstorm prevented John from visiting Weymouth, he wrote to Abby that it was a “cruel but perhaps blessed storm”—“cruel for detaining me from so much friendly and social company, and perhaps blessed to you, or me or both, for keeping me at my distance.” He ended the letter, “Yours (all the rest is inexpressible).”4

He was drawn to her, he said, like steel to a magnet.

But Abigail’s mother was not pleased about this attraction. She had given her blessing to the marriage of her eldest daughter to Richard Cranch on November 25, 1762. But she looked on John Adams as a struggling country lawyer whose lack of grace and polish, rude outbursts, and moody silences were not a fit match for her fragile but gifted middle daughter. She had hoped that Abigail would marry into a more “noble” family.

John Adams, Mrs. Smith complained, was descended from a relatively insignificant background. His father was a farmer who also worked as a cordwainer, making custom leather shoes during the winter months to make ends meet.

But John Adams, Sr., or Deacon John, as he was affectionately known by his Braintree neighbors, was, in fact, a pillar of his rural community. He was deacon of the North Precinct Meetinghouse, a lieutenant in the Braintree militia, and the town constable whose forceful personality and tact enabled him to collect taxes from his neighbors.

“Almost all the Business of the Town [was] managed by him for twenty years together,” John wrote of his father years later.5 The young John Adams attended many town meetings with his father, learning much about the process of democratic government along the way.

It was at these town meetings that the young boy had first come to know Abigail’s grandfather, Colonel John Quincy. As John Adams was growing up, John Quincy was the great man of the town of Braintree, its leading citizen. The older man had a strong sense of public service and of concern for the commonwealth. He had been speaker of the Massachusetts Assembly for many years, was a colonel of the militia, a member of the Governor’s Council, squire of the Braintree Parish, and a negotiator of Indian treaties. In fact, the Ponkapoag Indians often tramped the twelve miles from their reservation to his home to tell him their troubles and ask for advice. Despite his greatness, John Quincy was a simple man, stern but kindly, and, above all, independent. The young John Adams tried hard to emulate him.

John Adams’s grandmother, Hannah Bass, was the granddaughter of Priscilla Mullins and John Alden, who had sailed to Plymouth on the Mayflower in 1620. It was this grandmother, according to her grandson, to whom he owed a debt for his education. This remarkable woman, who died in 1705 at the age of thirty-eight, had been an enthusiastic reader and far more learned than most men and women of her day. A document written by her, expressing a strong plea for learning, was the reason, John felt, his father had insisted that his eldest son attend Harvard.
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