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For my teachers, gratefully





I’ve outlived at least three quite distinct worlds since 1838.

Henry Adams, 1915






Introduction

For some years now a remarkable interest in the John Adams family has nourished a thick forest of books and biographies, surveying the public and private lives of its resident presidents. Recognized as the nation’s most prominent political dynasty, the family appears over and again as emblems of a vital if irretrievable past. Theirs, however, is a cottage industry incomplete, for looking a little further down the line of descent it is evident that not one among them matched the marvelously improbable portfolio of Henry Adams. He seemed to know everybody, travel everywhere, and do everything. Historian, political reformer, journalist, novelist, world traveler, Washington wise man, and member (by investiture) of a venerable Tahitian island dynasty—these are just a few of the several identities he so casually adopted. Such occupations and attitudes he used to elude a pressure-packed political family familiar with depression, alcoholism, and suicide. His uncommonly wide horizons allowed, rather, for a respectable detour from the comparatively narrow paths pioneered by grandfather (John Quincy Adams) and great-grandfather (John Adams) heads of state. One might argue that given the eclectic range of his resolutions, he led a rarer life than either.

Born in a Boston still cleaving, as he once put it, upon “a nest of associations so colonial,” Adams observed from various angles America’s Industrial Revolution, its Civil War, and its entry into the Great War. He met Lincoln and befriended Edith Wharton, bowed before Queen Victoria and shared a spartan meal in the unkempt Samoan home of Treasure Island’s author Robert Louis Stevenson; he married into a family with strong ties to the Transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau, visited Jefferson’s Monticello with Jefferson’s granddaughter Sarah Randolph, and suffered, so he said, an “indifferent, very badly served” White House dinner with Theodore Roosevelt; from an anxious Paris he witnessed the German invasion of 1914 and enjoyed in his final years the occasional company of a young, attractive political couple—Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt.1

Drawn to the unusually broad scale of Adams’s relationships and experiences, I emphasize in this biography his importance as a transitional figure, one bridging the chasm between “colonial” and “modern.” To put this another way, I believe that to understand much of America’s history, and more specifically its movement in the late nineteenth century toward an imperial, industrial identity, one both increasingly beholden to technology and concerned with the fate of the white race, is to understand Henry Adams.

More than merely living a long and colorful life, Adams actively engaged and commented on his times, endeavoring to interpret their structure, pace, and meaning. In 1838, the year of Adams’s birth, Sam Houston served as president of the Republic of Texas; the removal of the Cherokee Nation west of the Mississippi gave rise to the anguished expression “Trail of Tears”; Frederick Douglass, carrying the identification papers of a free black seaman, escaped from bondage; and a twenty-eight-year-old Abraham Lincoln spoke on “the perpetuation of our political institutions” before the Springfield, Illinois, Young Men’s Lyceum. Many older American citizens at that time had been subjects of the British Empire; eighty years later, in 1918, the year of Adams’s death, few relics of the early American republic remained. The Ford Motor Company was coming off its biggest year to date, selling an astounding 735,000 automobiles; Babe Ruth smacked eleven home runs for the Boston Red Sox in what proved to be the final season of the dead-ball era; James Joyce’s controversial novel Ulysses began serialization in the American modernist literary magazine Little Review; and Woodrow Wilson, attending the Versailles Peace Conference, became the first U.S. president to travel outside of the Western Hemisphere while in office. Kellogg’s and Coca-Cola, Budweiser and Buick were on the rise.

Adams, the child of an impossibly distinguished New England family, assumed something of a divided perspective, for the residue of regional custom in America quite emphatically gave way, as he grew older, to stronger and more eclectic currents. The Dutch-speaking Martin Van Buren, the first New Yorker and first candidate of non–British Isle ancestry to become president (the year prior to Henry’s birth), might conveniently be identified as a harbinger of change. He reigned, if only for a single term, over a rising republic; expansion across the frontier coupled with a lessening of suffrage restrictions for white men resulted in a dramatic increase of voters—from roughly 400,000 in 1824 to some 2.4 million by 1840. Henry grew up with an increasingly restless, ethnically complex, and democratic nation that had moved beyond the purview of its former first families. But far from defending his own class, he wondered at the mystery of its virtual extinction in a land of plenty. “How few of our college mates, with all their immense advantages,” he wrote his brother Charles late in life, “seem to have got or kept their proportional share in the astounding creation of power since 1850.”2

To leave the impression, however, that Adams languished in the past, alienated from his times, would be an error. He embraced the fruits of invention traveling in the latest Mercedes, the fastest Union Pacific luxury train cars, and the smoothest steamships (purchasing a never used ticket for the Titanic’s return voyage). A connoisseur of spiritual expressions, he dropped his boyhood Boston Unitarianism to sample Buddhist, Catholic, and South Seas ceremonies and aesthetics; when writing selectively of his life in his most well-known work, The Education of Henry Adams (1918), he famously rejected the parameters of classic memoir for an irony-laced narrative that challenged long-ingrained notions of material progress in America. Though a product of colonial trappings, he clearly traced with real interest the various tributaries of contemporary social, cultural, and industrial development.

This enthusiasm, attuned to the surface and sweep of civilizational change, is illustrated well in Henry’s vicarious if telling connection to America’s emerging naval prowess. Its rather brisk evolution implied other far-reaching innovations. In early March 1862, while Adams served in London as secretary to his father, the U.S. minister to the Court of St. James’s, a brief battle raged between Union and Confederate ironclad warships—the Monitor and the Virginia—in Hampton Roads, a deep-water channel leading to the Chesapeake Bay. Though inconclusive, the four-hour duel offered an unsettling lesson that reverberated across the Atlantic. “Only a fortnight ago,” Henry wrote shortly after the skirmish, the British shockingly “discovered that their whole wooden navy was useless.”3 Just how useless became undeniably evident some years later when, in 1907, Adams’s Washington neighbor Theodore Roosevelt sent an American armada—nicknamed the “Great White Fleet”—on a fourteen-month world cruise, making twenty port calls and touching six continents. Eighteen vessels in all participated, with the battleship USS Connecticut leading the flotilla out of Hampton Roads. Henry may have felt a particular satisfaction, even a sense of possession, in the squadron’s launch. For back in 1775 an insistent John Adams had prodded a plodding Continental Congress into building ships to defend the colonies. This poetic blue-water phase of maritime development suggested certain modest standards of size and scale, mission and mandate rendered obsolete by the shining steel fleet unleashed by Roosevelt. As a more general way of reading the world, such transitions as that from sail to steam captivated completely Henry’s historical imagination.

Accordingly, he worried as Wall Street financiers and Chicago factory owners gained power in the republic; he watched as distances shrank before the sovereignty of trains, telegraphs, and (beginning in 1883) time zones; and he wondered about Darwinism’s bid to become “the very best substitute for religion.” Determined to experience this change directly, he hunted down the era’s new ideas and inventions by attending several international expositions; a journey to St. Louis’s 1904 World’s Fair culminated in a rather happy roller-coaster ride—“the finest thing I ever did in my life.” Adams wished as well to know “expiring” peoples and places before they gave way completely to outside energies and economies. Such interest spurred his travels to the South Seas, Cuba, and Russia—the last “at least three generations behind us,” he assured one correspondent. Similar elegies were conducted at home. Shortly after the 1890 federal census reported the closing of the nation’s western frontier, he spent two months with a small party tramping around the Rockies, feasting, he wrote, “on elk-meat and trout,” riding hundreds of miles “on ponies through… trailless country,” and more generally imbibing the “illusion that we are the first white men who ever crossed into” the disappearing wilderness.4

In sum, we can see much of the emerging world working on Adams—its tilt toward science, its growing commitment to capitalism, and its defensive response to changing ethnic demographics as a dominant Anglo-Saxonism gradually and somewhat grudgingly made way for other groups. Through it all, he sensed a new, uncertain America arriving right before his eyes. And perhaps this is our greatest point of access to Adams, recognizing in his curiously resonant life our own difficult struggles with the distempers and alienation, the churn and change of the unremitting modern condition.



For many readers who come to Adams primarily through the Education, it is easy to accept that work’s underscored assertion that “failure” framed its author’s life. Unable to emulate his ancestors’ electoral success in an era owned by speculators and spoilsmen, Henry proved incapable, so he insisted, of making his backward-looking education in the great books, deeds, and dead languages pay. Of course he was striking a pose, instructing by paradox and chiding a nation that no longer knew what to do with its old gentry class. He employed “failure” thematically to question America’s unreflective industrial development and the political system that served as its willing handmaiden. Through the Education he entered history itself, going beyond the mere compiling of facts to create a tragic vision of the past, to show how the modern age emerged in the United States following the Civil War, discarding a host of no longer germane traditions, values, and beliefs. Much more than an American story, this teeming book can profitably be read as a broader international statement on modernism’s emergence alongside such classic household dramas as Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks (1900), John Galsworthy’s The Forsyte Saga (1906–21), and Tanizaki Junichirō’s The Makioka Sisters (1943–48). All offer meticulously etched portraits of a fading high-bourgeois way of life.

Adams, equally comfortable before presidents and queens, apprehended easily this narrowing world. Though proud of his republican bona fides, he played a perfect Brahmin aristocrat, adhering to a host of morals, manners, and mannerisms conversant with his class. He knew how to dress and dine, casually occupied English summer houses and Paris apartments, and enjoyed horseback riding about Washington. He collected art (prizing Turner and Bonington watercolors), kept impressive libraries in two homes on two continents, and enjoyed medieval French chansons, Louis XV furniture, and good champagne. The very delicacy of his corporeal frame proposed a courtly air and polish. Self-conscious of a petit appearance—one acquaintance called his slight carriage “bird-like”—he cultivated an erect posture and exaggerated stride, both made to embellish proportion. His large, nearly bald head and dark, penetrating eyes suggested an acute intellectualism, as did a graying mustache and fashionable Van Dyke beard. A thin Adams nose contributed to an even expression behind which hid an occasionally playful, sometimes mischievous sensibility. Trim, proud, and a little vain, he dressed impeccably, wearing white in summer while otherwise sporting a black coat and trousers with a perpetually somber tie. Servant-prepared meals accentuated a long practice of donning formal dining attire.5

Such sartorial extravagance can conjure an image of Adams at odds with the democratic nation his ancestors helped to forge. Here, for all the world to see, is Henry the victim of fate, the heirloom aristocrat trapped in America’s vulgar Gilded Age cage. A pattern of carelessly boorish behavior, unflinchingly advertised in a sprawling six-volume edition of his letters published in the 1980s, has reinforced this overdrawn impression. These full and elegantly crafted missives are tinctured with snobbery and self-pity, elitism and, particularly of those inscribed during the economic depression that followed the Panic of 1893, Jew-baiting. They also contain, however, a raft of arresting observations, and readers will have to decide for themselves if Adams’s insights on his country and its evolving cultural apparatus outweigh his arrogance. As a young man the historian Richard Hofstadter thought not, insisting to the literary critic Alfred Kazin in the early 1940s that Adams exhibited the mental tic of “a truly voracious anti-Semite.” Kazin held a more positive view, admiring Adams’s Boston Wasp backdrop and sense of historical place and possession, which Kazin, the son of Yiddish-speaking Russian immigrants, clearly coveted. In later years, he came to see the author of the Education as a neglected Cassandra, a major thinker who anticipated the spiritual and psychic victory of the coming industrial regime. Witnessing with increasing dismay the enthronement of a scientific-materialistic perspective in the West, Kazin wrote in 1980, “This country is going through the profound inner crisis that Marx and Henry Adams foretold: the technology of the future is already here and has outrun our existing social and economic relations.”6

Sharing Kazin’s concern, I have set out in this study to contribute a critical profile that interprets Adams as a significant if flawed American thinker. Structurally, the book is divided into halves, accentuating its subject’s long and inventive life in the twin acts of “becoming” and “performing.” The former assays its subject from boyhood to the tragic 1885 suicide of his wife, Marian Hooper, called Clover. These chapters review Henry’s early impressions, education, and influences and more generally reflect on familial expectations and the weight of the past pressing uncomfortably upon this “last” Adams, the most distinguished among the fourth and final generation of his relations to attain national recognition. Several key cornerstones were laid during this period: the enshrinement of rural Quincy, Massachusetts (the ancestral home), as the “better” America; the bitter reaction to partisan politics; and the maturing attraction to cosmopolitan Europe.

The sudden, violent end of his marriage opened a second, though by no means less vital path for Adams. He called it his “posthumous life,” a floating world distinguished by the drift of persistent travel, darkening meditations on capitalism’s quickening pace, and a taste for playing with personas—Henry the twelfth-century Norman, the Tahitian prince, and the progress-defying and -denying “conservative Christian anarchist,” to name but a few. Perhaps too he turned away from the pressures of a history-laden patrimony, seeking anonymity of a kind in a fluidity of identity. And yet all the masks were connected in some quiet defiance of the modern condition, all were “primitive” and skeptical of the automated age.

This suspicion became a defining feature in Adams’s outlook. At times it threatened to distort his work, leading to caricature, doomsaying, and the uncritical elevation of those civilizations and peoples he often patronizingly regarded as antimodern. More fruitfully, however, it also opened to him an exceptionally wide range of perceptions and perspectives that yielded a harvest as rich, complicated, and varied as any American thinker at any time. He is our finest letter writer, our outstanding nineteenth-century historian, and, with the sole exception of Benjamin Franklin, our most iconic memoirist.7 These searching articles of uncertain faith appraised an increasingly inventive, restless, and untethered world dominated, so Adams wrote in the Education, by the unknowable, uncontrollable “dynamo” of industrial development; it is a world we have inherited, a cultural spirit we have yet to shake.





Prelude: Back to Beverly

In the spring of 1917, less than a year before his death, Henry Adams returned to Pitch Pine Hill, a large, mansard-roof house in Essex County, Massachusetts, erected for him and his wife in 1876 and used as their summer residence. More than thirty years had passed since Adams last spent a night there. In December 1885 Clover, trapped in a mounting depression following the death of her father, had swallowed a vial of potassium cyanide in the couple’s Lafayette Square apartment in Washington. From that point on, Henry made a monument of his grief. He destroyed Clover’s letters to him, scarcely and then only enigmatically mentioned her name in public, and refused to reclaim Pitch Pine Hill. No doubt his sudden decision to haunt the house surprised those close to him. Perhaps unsure of how to proceed, he pled poverty, stating that a fear of U-boat attacks (Congress having declared war on Germany in April) had cooled the coastal rental market, leaving him no other choice than to take “possession of my poor old shanty.”1 Seasonally occupied over the years by family and friends—then-president William Howard Taft rented nearby during the summers of 1910 and 1911—Henry’s “shanty” sat on a hill covered by several acres of oaks and pines less than a mile from the village of Beverly. A comfortable structure capable of lodging several servants and guests, it featured French tiles, stained-glass windows in the dining area, and a fireplace in each room. One could hear the ocean from the house.

Adams’s reappearance at Pitch Pine Hill proved to be something of a sentimental journey, though not without its occasional long shadows and late afternoons of unease. It brought to him a host of half-forgotten memories suddenly emancipated from an ancestral attic of odds and ends. Following an exhausting twelve-hour trip from Washington to Boston, Adams and Aileen Tone, his secretary-companion for the final five years of his life, dined at the elegant Copley Plaza Hotel. Clearly in an absorbed mood, Adams ordered gumbo soup and scrod, the latter of which, Tone reported, he “hadn’t tasted… for 30 years.” The following morning Henry received several callers in the Copley before motoring (in fur coat) on to Beverly, where he set up house, entertained “nieces and nephews and grandnieces and grandnephews by the score,” and, in quieter moments, ruminated on the perishability of the past. “It all seems a very fantastic dream,” he wrote of what could not be regained. “I wander every morning through the woods in search of something that I formerly knew, but it has been reformed out of existence.”2

Even with such incoherencies, there were certain continuities to recover that summer along the shore. The recent American entry into the Great War reminded Adams of his own generation’s circa 1860 crusade to subdue the slaveholders. Seeing now the young Beverly men and women in their khakis and Red Cross uniforms brought back distant memories suddenly made fresh. “I sit all alone wondering when I lived,” he wrote in a sweet cloud of confusion. “I distinctly remember, some sixty years ago, being tumbled head over heels in the same way and everybody going to war and getting killed, or staying at home and getting abused for it, and whether that was now, or now was then, I haven’t got clear in my mind.”3

Perhaps this quiet encore is precisely what Adams desired in returning to Beverly. Aside from occupying Pitch Pine Hill, he used the house as a base to reconnoiter the surrounding area, which invariably connected him with layers of family history. On one chauffeured excursion, he traveled south to Quincy and walked a final time through the familiar halls of the Old House at Peacefield, built by a Jamaican sugar planter in the 1730s, purchased in 1787 by his great-grandparents John and Abigail Adams, and long the center of the family’s domestic arrangements. Here, and in a host of other parlors and gardens, Adams indulged in a final education of the senses. He seemed drawn to reconcile with that fiercely tribalistic Quincy-Boston-Cambridge culture, equal parts puritan and patrician, that constituted his earliest and strongest references, and which he had tried to flee decades earlier by uprooting to Washington. Now, in his eightieth year, in what proved to be his last summer, Adams sought to make peace with the past.




PART I BECOMING HENRY ADAMS





INHERITANCE


For some remote reason, he was born an eighteenth century child.

Henry Adams, 1907






1 Quincy


In the Education’s double-edged opening pages, Adams recalls a golden nativity: “Probably no child, born in the year, held better cards than he.” From there, the narrative, interested in the price of privilege, moves on to an involved, ironic discussion surveying the special burdens of belonging to a pedigree of presidents. Henry knew well each hurdle before him. Raised, as he put it, in the long shadows cast by “the First Church, the Boston State House, Beacon Hill, John Hancock and John Adams,” he internalized past glories, old prejudices, and dying traditions.1 This demanding ancestor worship, as stifling as a posh sarcophagus, led eventually to a self-imposed Washington exile where, in the nation’s capital city, he produced a vast nine-volume history of the early American republic, in whose final book he dedicated an epitaphic chapter to the “decline of Massachusetts.” An efficient autopsy of the Bay State’s imminent eclipse before the combined might of the slaveholding South and the democratic West, it might be said to have served as spadework for the one puzzling question never far from his thoughts: How did the prized child, the holder of so many “better cards,” come to lose the hand?

To answer that query, it is necessary to dig a bit deeper into the circumstances, influences, and environments of Adams’s youth. That will require at least a passing familiarity with family history and family homes.

In 1836, seven years into a marriage that united politics and money, Charles Francis Adams and Abigail Brown Brooks, Henry’s parents, built a tidy six-bedroom colonial on Goffe Street in Quincy. Colloquially known as The House on the Hill or The New House, it featured oak floors and an arched entryway and sat within easy walking distance of the rambling Old House (“the President’s place”), then occupied by Henry’s grandparents, John Quincy and Louisa Catherine Adams. It was here, in the Goffe Street structure, that Charles Francis’s growing family spent long summers, typically from the middle of May to the end of October. Winters were endured in Boston in a house on Mount Vernon Street purchased by Abigail’s wealthy father, Peter Chardon Brooks, who kept its title and paid its taxes. Reported at the time of his death to be “the richest man in New England,” Brooks, whose people arrived in the Bay Colony in 1631, possessed a parentage as deeply rooted in Massachusetts’s soil as any Adams. For several generations it could claim no particular influence, but this changed with the swift financial ascendancy of the unusually industrious Peter Chardon. Apprenticed out in 1781 upon the death of his minister father, Brooks took up the business of marine insurance in 1789 and soon acquired a fortune. Following a brief retirement, he then assumed the presidency of the New England Insurance Company and accrued a second windfall. With characteristic dryness, Charles Francis once remarked that his father-in-law had “made enough money to turn any man’s head.”2

Peter Chardon’s youngest daughter, Abigail (Abby), raven-haired and round-faced, married Charles Francis in 1829. Their union produced seven children, six of whom survived into adulthood. Louisa Catherine, perhaps Henry’s favorite sibling, was the eldest (1831), followed by John Quincy Adams II (1833), and Charles Francis Adams Jr. (1835). These three constituted a distinct cluster unto themselves, connected not merely by age but by the fact that all were named in honor of previous Adamses: Louisa after her grandmother, John for his grandfather, and Charles for his father. With typical asperity Henry, the middle child, followed by Arthur, Mary, and Brooks, later described himself as “being of less account” in the order of extraction, and thus “was in a way given to his mother, who named him Henry Brooks, after a favorite brother just lost.”3

This maternal tie took on added significance for Henry as the years passed. Taxed by a nervous, fretting temperament, Abigail found some vinegary satisfaction in sharing her many miseries with a captive household. As her son Charles once evenly observed, “My mother… took a constitutional and sincere pleasure in the forecast of evil. She delighted in the dark side of anticipation; she did not really think so; but liked to think, and say, she thought so. She indulged in the luxury of woe!” As Abigail aged and her anxieties grew more acute, Charles and his siblings became adept at managing their mother’s up-and-down emotions, what someone in the family called her “unmeaning and loud nonsense.”4 Henry in particular proved to be an attentive and supportive son—out of genuine affection, though also in some service to his father, who recognized his calming influence on Abigail.

Charles Francis, by contrast, appeared to be almost forbiddingly placid. He knowingly called himself “grave, sober, formal, precise and reserved”—the retiring product of a famous family. In a memoir, Charles Jr. described his father as emotionally limited, a bland tutor blind to his children’s juvenescence: “To us, it would… have made all the difference conceivable had he loved the woods and the water,—walked and rode and sailed a boat; been, in short, our companion as well as our instructor. The Puritan was in him, and he did n’t know how!”5 In a sign of respect—though perhaps with a certain chilly remove—the brothers took to calling their father “the Governor” and “the Chief.” Preternaturally mature and something of a quiet island in a large and boisterous brood, Henry was the favorite of both parents.

Of course it was an even older generation that established the terms upon which these Adams siblings would long live. At the births of their grandchildren, John Quincy and Peter Chardon offered gifts to the infants symbolic of themselves: Bibles were handed out in chaste Quincy, silver mugs emerged from commercial Boston. On the respective deaths of these old men in the twin winters of 1848 and 1849, this process, in a sense, repeated itself. Peter Chardon’s will left Abigail and Charles Francis approximately $300,000, a genuine fortune in antebellum America and equal in current dollars to something near $9 million. Such a sum, complemented by generous separate coming-of-age inheritances, secured the financial independence of their children. John Quincy, by contrast, most obviously assigned to his male heirs the singular cross of occupational expectation. Henry’s brother Charles remembers their grandfather as “an old man, absorbed in work and public life. He seemed to be always writing—as, indeed he was.… A very old-looking gentleman, with a bald head and white fringe of hair—writing, writing—with a perpetual inkstain on the fore-finger and thumb of the right hand.”6 A president and the son of a president, he fairly radiated the implication that certainly his sons—and grandsons—might one day lead the republic as well.

Weaned on such assurances, Henry lazily took his supposed fate for granted. He recalled in the Education being seated in Quincy’s United First Parish Church “behind a President grandfather” and “read[ing] over his head the tablet in memory of a President great-grandfather, who had ‘pledged his life, his fortune, and his sacred honor’ to secure the independence of his country and so forth.” This singular memory, or perhaps the hazy accumulation of numerous Sunday sittings, he paired with the surprising dig of “the Irish gardener” who dared to question the eternal order of the Adams universe: “You’ll be thinkin’ you’ll be President too!” In just those few puncturing words lay shaken Henry’s innocent faith in an assured future: “The casuality of the remark made so strong an impression on his mind that he never forgot it. He could not remember ever to have thought on the subject; to him, that there should be doubt of his being President was a new idea. What had been would continue to be.”7



Keeping in view Henry’s impressionable youth, one must consider his unfortunate contraction of scarlet fever shortly before turning four. He later saw the illness as a definite turning point, writing, “This fever… took greater and greater importance in his eyes… the longer he lived.” The infection, Adams came to believe, had stunted his growth, damaged his nerves, and destroyed his chances of turning a schoolyard fight into schoolboy glory. In a word, the fever had rendered him “delicate.” Accordingly, he referred to his robust brothers as a coveted “type” while dismissing himself as a pallid “variation,” by which he meant slightly framed and excessively intellectual.8

But this dichotomy emerged from an older man’s mind; while still a summer child in Quincy, Adams lovingly indulged in the monastic practice of browsing the accumulated clutter of books and bric-à-brac, coin collections and memorials lodged in the Old House’s grandly shabby study. These frail and yellowing artifacts filled the boy with a sense of destiny, connecting family history with the pivotal history of the Atlantic World during the Age of Revolutions. Here is where, in the heart of his youth, Henry saw great men gather, where he helped to organize generations of family papers, and where, on the sun-lit second floor, in the weathered house’s most inviting room, he enjoyed access to the eighteen thousand volumes that lined its hidden walls. This was Henry’s real education, at least in his susceptible adolescence, and one uniquely supplemented by the stories, annals, and archives of his ancestors’ various foreign service stays in England, France, the Netherlands, and Russia.

More formally, Henry attended a succession of schools; these included a small academy of sorts in the cold basement of the Park Street Church close to his Boston (winter) home and later the private Latin School on Boylston Place, where he studied Greek, Latin, history, composition, geography, declamation, and mathematics—essentially a curriculum to accommodate neighboring Harvard’s entrance exams. These were important and formative experiences to be sure, but certainly no classroom could supplant for impact the Old House’s study. Its association with generations of Adamses made an impression both deep and indelible on the boy; it seemed to invite a rich mental life to take root.

Much like the family library, Quincy assumed a sacred status in Henry’s youth. He identified Boston with a host of lesser associations—“Town was restraint, law, unity”—that paled beside the native inducements of his summer home; “Country… was liberty, diversity, outlawry.” In scale and aspiration Boston exuded a metropolitan, sophisticated, and, for its time, heavily peopled atmosphere; the 1840 census counted some ninety-three thousand Bostonians, making it the nation’s fifth-largest urban area. Quincy, by contrast, contained fewer than thirty-five hundred souls. Situated barely ten miles below the erstwhile Puritan city, it seemed remarkably untouched by its great neighbor to the north. Charles Jr. recalled that “as late as 1850 Quincy was practically what it had always been—a quiet, steady-going, rural Massachusetts community, with its monotonous main thoroughfares… and by-ways lined with wooden houses, wholly innocent of any attempts at architecture, and all painted white with window blinds of green.”9 Farming still commanded much of the local economy, with artisans making shoes and boots in extensions built on existing homes. Not until Henry’s eighth birthday did the railroad invade its environs.

The philosopher and novelist George Santayana (1863–1952), for several years a member of nearby Harvard’s faculty, believed the civic-minded Adamses congenitally unfit for the big city, which he negatively associated with wealth-making:


In Boston, in the middle of the nineteenth century, no one who was ambitious, energetic, or even rich thought of anything but making a fortune; the glamour was all in that direction. The Adamses were not, and always said they were not, Bostonians; and the orators, clergymen and historians of the day, as well as the poet, though respected and admired, never dominated the community: they were ornaments and perhaps dangers.10



As a child Henry unabashedly embraced, even embellished upon Quincy’s simple ways. Though the Old House creaked with colonial inconveniences, lacking the bathrooms, furnaces, and indoor plumbing found in Grandfather Brooks’s Boston brownstone, he extolled its “ethical” superiority. “Quincy,” he once swore, “had always been right, for Quincy represented a moral principle,—the principle of resistance to Boston.”11 Looking ahead to the Education’s striking historical duality, pitting the powerful modern industrial dynamo against the seraphic pre-industrial Virgin, it is difficult to escape the suspicion that its origin lies, to some imperative degree, in its author’s youthful impressions of town and country. These recollections remained vivid and living memories, guiding Adams long after he had last basked in the Old House’s familiar golden summer glow.






2 Party of One


Though born in a free state, Henry Adams grew up in a republic conspicuous for its unfree. The first U.S. census taken after his birth showed some 2.5 million slaves in the United States, the vast majority, but by no means all, in the South. While a ruling by the Massachusetts Supreme Court effectively abolished chattel servitude in 1783, gradual emancipation laws in neighboring New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Connecticut allowed New England slavery to survive into the 1850s. Abolitionists were quick to point out, however, that even Massachusetts, with its fleet of textile factories reliant upon southern cotton, remained linked to the slave system. This passive partnership between the “Lords of the Lash” and the “Lords of the Loom” produced a deep and ultimately irreparable rift within the Bay State’s Whig Party, the chief opponent in national politics of the older Democratic coalition founded under Thomas Jefferson and later refurbished by Andrew Jackson. Conscience Whigs, those morally opposed to slavery’s expansion, resided on one side of the divide, while a larger number of Cotton Whigs, eager to keep the profitable manufacturing mills of nearby Lowell churning out cloth and carpets, hosiery and other woven fabrics, occupied the other. Both Henry’s father and Grandfather Adams were Conscience Whigs.

Charles Francis’s interest in the slave question arose largely from circumstances surrounding the Mexican War (1846–48). Like many northerners, he worried that the conflict, which resulted in an American victory and the third-largest acquisition of territory in the nation’s history following the Louisiana and Alaska purchases, might conclude in a vast new empire of unfree labor. Accordingly, in 1846, he purchased two-fifths of the Boston Daily Whig, took over its editorial pages, and turned it into a bulwark of Conscience Whig sentiment. This incensed more orthodox Whigs, who attacked both his paper and his judgment. Edward Everett, a prominent Boston pastor and politician, later to offer a two-hour oration at the same 1863 dedication ceremony of the Gettysburg National Cemetery made historic by Lincoln’s two-minute address, thought the paper imprudent. Married to Charlotte Gray Brooks, an elder sister of Abigail Brown Brooks and thus Charles Francis’s brother-in-law, Everett worried that the Daily Whig sought to poison Massachusetts politics by “plac[ing] the Whig party under abolition influences.” Adams had no such designs. Like his father, now sitting in the House of Representatives, he believed that the federal Constitution provided certain and inviolable guarantees to slaveholders in slave states, though not in the nation’s shared territories. “The [sectional] compromise of the Constitution does not require us to go thus far,” he wrote at that time. “It does not bind us to approve of slavery… nor to look with composure upon a system of dishonesty practised to extend its limits to another and a new country, not infected by that blast.”1 As the country moved toward war with Mexico, Adams grew increasingly concerned that northern rights were being trampled. His resistance to slavery, in other words, had less to do with the peculiar institution’s inherent inhumanity than with his belief that the interests of free men were under assault. His sons adopted this view as well, as did a good many in the North.

If not an abolitionist paper, the Daily Whig did propose a number of items designed to check the progress of the southern planter class. These included calls to end slavery in the District of Columbia, to terminate the interstate slave trade, and to make the exclusion of slavery a condition for future states entering the union. This last demand took on a particular urgency when the Mexican War promised through conquest to dramatically enlarge the United States—as indeed the subsequent cession by the defeated Mexicans of all or part of present-day Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, Arizona, Nevada, and California proved. John Quincy Adams, representing Massachusetts’s 12th Congressional District (Plymouth), was one of only fourteen House members to vote against the war bill, and he remained an uncompromising critic of the conflict. He died in February 1848 from a massive cerebral hemorrhage shortly after collapsing during a war-related debate in Congress. Years later, Henry described how the old man’s outlook had influenced his own, imparting an “education… warped beyond recovery in the direction of puritan politics.”2



In June 1848, a few months after Henry turned ten, a Whig convention meeting in Philadelphia awarded Maj. Gen. Zachary Taylor the party’s presidential nomination. Having commanded American forces in Mexico to victories at the battles of Palo Alto, Monterrey, and Buena Vista, Taylor, a career soldier with no prior political experience, received a hero’s welcome on his return home. A Virginian by birth, he was raised in Kentucky and owned Cypress Grove, a nearly two-thousand-acre Mississippi plantation that produced cotton, corn, and tobacco; because he held slaves, Taylor proved an unpalatable candidate to antislavery Whigs. In early August some twenty thousand of the disaffected, including representatives from eighteen states, met under a massive tent in Buffalo, New York’s city park to form a new coalition, the Free Soil Party. Walt Whitman served as one of Brooklyn’s fifteen delegates, and Frederick Douglass, among others, addressed the gathering. Charles Francis presided over the convention and, in an opening speech, denounced the Whig-Democrat concert as archaic, stuck in past politics, and unable to contend with the brewing battle shaping up over slavery’s future. These two parties, he argued, were “fighting only for expediency, and… expecting nothing but [patronage].”3

In reply, the Free Soilers nominated former president Martin Van Buren, a controversial maneuver that alienated many of the delegates. A longtime Democrat, he had captured the White House in 1836, failed to win reelection in 1840, and then watched with dismay as his party’s presidential nominations went to other candidates in both 1844 and 1848. Now open to the idea of heading a third faction, Van Buren, so his enemies insisted, was nothing more than an opportunistic “Doughface”—a northern man with southern principles. As Andrew Jackson’s vice president he had supported the first in a series of controversial “gag rules” that for several years accepted but forbade discussion on abolitionist petitions sent to Congress. Seeking regional balance on the ticket, the Buffalo convention gave western Free Soilers the second slot, but, instead of choosing one of their own, they surprised the assemblage by proposing Charles Francis. After the requisite hemming and hawing, he accepted. The party’s plank recognized the legality of slavery where it stood—“We… propose no interference by Congress with slavery within the limits of any state”—but opposed its extension into the country’s territories: “[The] history [of the Founding era] clearly show that it was the settled policy of the nation not to extend, nationalize, or encourage, but to limit, to localize, and discourage slavery; and to this policy, which should never have been departed from the government ought to return.” Threatening to upend the tenuous sectional status quo, Boston’s Free Soilers became pariahs on polite Beacon Street. Henry later argued that his father “could not help it. With the record of J. Q. Adams fresh in the popular memory, his son and his only representative could not make terms with the slave-power, and the slave-power overshadowed all the great Boston interests.”4

In a tightly contested fall campaign, Taylor narrowly defeated his Democratic opponent, former Michigan senator Lewis Cass, by a count of 163 electoral votes to 127; both candidates carried fifteen states. The Free Soil ticket captured no electors, though it took 10 percent of the popular tally—at that time the highest percentage ever for a third party in a presidential race. Additionally, Free Soilers sent fourteen representatives and two senators to Congress. “This political party,” Henry later explained, “became a chief influence in [my] education… in the six years 1848 to 1854, and violently affected [my] character at the moment when character is plastic.” He further described this critical period in the country’s history as a “renewed war,” meaning a resumption of the seemingly eternal Adams–New England Puritan fight against anything compromised, wicked, or wrong.5 His subsequent efforts during the Gilded Age to combat various forms of political, financial, and corporate corruption can be tied directly to these heroic days of youth in which he observed his father and grandfather challenge the mighty Slave Power. Their defiance struck him as nothing less than an irrepressible family calling—and one that called him, too.






3 The Madam


Slavery’s unresolved place in the western territories remained a crucial question in the spring of 1850, when Charles Francis brought Henry to the District of Columbia. On this, his first trip outside of New England, the observant twelve-year-old noticed a host of cultural and regional distinctions. Quincy’s unspoken idolatry of order and structure gave way to Maryland’s lovely “raggedness”; the casual warmth of southern manners and May sunshine put the boy, so eager to condemn the wicked slave drivers, unexpectedly at ease. Raised in the Revolution’s shadow, he arrived in the capital city as the old republic entered its final phase. Congress was then in the midst of debating what proved to be the history-shaping Compromise of 1850—a series of resolutions designed to address a host of post–Mexican War tensions between the free and slave states. All of the Senate’s leading figures were there, and Charles Francis, as both a Free Soiler and an Adams, wanted to be there as well. The season’s high political stakes, however, combined with yet another and more personal reason for his arrival in the capital. Here, against a backdrop of growing sectional discord and threats of disunion, he visited one final time his ailing mother, Louisa Catherine Adams.

Following her husband’s death two years earlier, Louisa had left the Old House for good, making her permanent residence in Washington. Raised in cosmopolitan surroundings, she had never embraced rustic Quincy. Her father, Joshua Johnson, a handsome Annapolis merchant and the son of a prominent Maryland jurist and politician, had sailed for London in 1771 to represent an American tobacco firm; there he met Catherine Nuth (or Young), then still in her teens. They became partners, started a family, and in 1775, when Catherine was perhaps eighteen, welcomed a second daughter, Louisa. Without the conclusive proof of a parish record, it is uncertain if they ever wed. Their daughter Louisa was the only wife of a president born outside of the United States until Melania Trump in 2017, and she remains the only first lady apparently born out of wedlock. During the American Revolution, Joshua and Catherine, siding with the colonies, crossed the Channel with their young children and took refuge in the port city of Nantes on the lower Loire; there, Louisa learned to speak French and her parents entertained a number of Americans, including, in 1779, the visiting diplomat John Adams and his twelve-year-old son, John Quincy. After the war, the family returned to England, where Johnson served as the American consul general, assisting U.S. citizens in London. It was in that capacity, while holding a social gathering in his home, that his daughter again met the younger Adams, now U.S. minister to the Netherlands.1 The following year, 1797, they married at the ancient Anglican parish church of All Hallows-by-the-Tower, established in 675 by the Anglo-Saxon Abbey at Barking and one of London’s oldest churches.

Louisa’s eclectic range of Anglo-Euro-American references made a powerful impact on Henry. Though a Brooks and most certainly an Adams, he identified strongly with the Johnson side of his stock—the “quarter taint of Maryland blood,” as he evocatively put it. This pleasant blemish he came to regard as something of a saving grace as it represented a relaxed southern sense of protocol and politeness that he found altogether lacking in the less yielding New England conscience that otherwise dominated his outlook. At its best, this Chesapeake influence offered Henry a kind of double identity, for though he might fail to prove the mocking Irish gardener wrong and rise to the presidency, he more fully and perhaps more satisfyingly mimicked the life of Grandmother Louisa. Like “the Madam,” as he and his siblings respectfully referred to her, Henry would come to appreciate the cultural amenities of London and, even more so, Paris, where he spent a considerable part of his life; also like her, he too escaped from cramped Quincy in search of a Washington situation. Her brave resistance to Boston proved a distinct inspiration. “He liked her refined figure,” he wrote in the Education, and admired “her gentle voice and manner; her vague effect of not belonging there, but to Washington or to Europe.… Try as she might, the Madam could never be Bostonian, and it was her cross in life, but to the boy it was her charm. Even at that age, he felt drawn to it.”2



Leaving New England that spring of 1850 to make his first journey to the South, Henry experienced the agreeably jarring sensation, as he later put it, of entering “a new world.”3 Boston gave way to New York, followed by Trenton, Philadelphia, Havre de Grace, and Baltimore, from which he entrained to Washington. He found Maryland wonderfully ramshackle and uncombed, an unexpected contrast to the tidy Puritan communities at home. Its fields were unfenced, its woods overgrown, and its streets indifferently shared with roving pigs and cattle. With a population of fifty thousand (some four thousand of whom were enslaved), Washington was little more than a medium-size city, about equal to Albany, New York. Entering the capital, Henry would have soon spied the incomplete Washington Monument, only two years into construction, inching slowly toward the sky. A September 1850 drawing by Montgomery Meigs, engineer for several District of Columbia facilities, shows the shrine’s marble shaft barely fifty feet high, its tiered crown supporting a crane lumbering idly with no apparent purpose. Impeded by poverty, politics, and civil war, the monument remained unfinished until 1888.

Something of an Adams family fiefdom, Washington experienced a host of improvements since being torched by British forces during the War of 1812. Turnpikes, canals, and railroads bore evidence of progress, as did hospitals, colleges, and a secure water supply for the city. The appearance of sidewalks on Pennsylvania Avenue provoked much approval, as did the costly makeover of the old burned-out Capitol Building, as brick and freestone gave way to sleek, carved Italian marble. A few years before Henry’s arrival, the British writer Harriet Martineau marveled at Washington’s intensely fluid society, one “singularly compounded,” she insisted, from a variety of influences, including “foreign ambassadors… members of Congress… flippant young belles, ‘pious’ wives dutifully attending their husbands, and groaning over the frivolities of the place; grave judges, saucy travelers, pert newspaper reporters, melancholy Indian chiefs, and timid New England ladies, trembling on the verge of the vortex; all these are mixed up together in daily intercourse like the higher circle of a little village.”4

Combined, the buildings, pathways, and people of Washington furnished a comparatively “primitive” atmosphere that stirred Henry’s adolescent imagination. Like many northerners he exoticized the South, emphasizing, he later wrote, its “want of barriers, of pavements, of forms; the looseness, the laziness; the indolent southern drawl… the negro babies and their mothers with bandanas; the freedom, openness, swagger, of nature and man.” As an adult Henry traveled much of the world, including extended stays in Egypt, Japan, and Polynesia, which drew from his ever-present pen extensive descriptions of desert and island otherness. It was in the American South, however, where he first learned to romanticize the inscrutable locals and their untamed land. Here, he surrendered to the thick scent of catalpa trees, stared silently at the scattered congregations of dark-skinned slaves, and thought the unfinished District, with its dusty roads and rickety wooden homes amid the occasional clean white-columned government building, resembled nothing so much as a strange ruin from an ancient “Syrian city.”5

Ultimately, the South presented to Henry a confusing contrast to Quincy. He knew what was right—education and free labor, piety and industry—yet he found himself undeniably attracted to the lack of southern institutional oversight, of church, state, and school, that pinched him at home. For the first time, he came upon a contradiction that he could neither solve nor shake. The South, he recognized from the parlor politics that held court in the Old House, represented the unhealthiest aspects of America—and of man. The region was choked with bad roads, and “bad roads,” Henry knew, “meant bad morals.” And yet here is where his grandmother had chosen—over Quincy, over the Old House—to live, and here, in a capital city conspicuous, even notorious for its slaves, he felt a kind of freedom unknown to him at home. “Though Washington belonged to a different world, and the two worlds could not live together,” he later observed in the manner of confessing a heresy, “[I] was not sure that [I] enjoyed the Boston world most.”6

Henry and his father stayed in Louisa’s fashionable home at 244 F Street (now 1333–1335 F Street NW), just east of the Executive Mansion. John Quincy and Louisa had purchased the place—to be known for many years as the “Adams Building”—in 1820 during his tenure as secretary of state. Henry’s aunt Mary, Louisa’s niece and daughter-in-law, greeted them at the door. As Mary Catherine Hellen she had, following the death of her parents, moved in with her aunt Louisa and uncle John Quincy. In 1828 she married their son, John Adams II, in a small White House ceremony; an alcoholic, he died just six years later of what one member of the family stoically called “the scourge of intemperance.”7

Using the Madam’s house as a base, Henry and his father circulated through Washington, the Governor taking his son to the Capitol Building and shepherding him through the crush of congressmen. Sitting in the old Senate Chamber, neoclassical in style with a bright crimson and gold color scheme, they listened from the gallery to addresses made by the future Confederate president, Jefferson Davis of Mississippi, and Massachusetts’s Daniel Webster, who, just three months earlier, had delivered his controversial “Seventh of March” speech in favor of what became known as the Compromise of 1850. Though its separate bills included several planks favorable to the North—making California a free state, banning the slave trade in the District of Columbia, and rejecting Texas’s claim to New Mexico—it also contained a strengthened fugitive slave law that, under pain of financial penalty, required officials and citizens of free states, when summoned by a federal marshal, to cooperate in the capture of runaways and alleged runaways. Much of Massachusetts Whiggery had sharply denounced Webster’s address, and Charles Francis was “appalled” by it. He called the senator “a mountebank… degraded by the lowest sensualities and by the upmost rapacity.” Now, as Henry observed these celebrated figures in their fine blue dress coats making their long orations sprinkled with classical allusions, still more thoughts on regional variation came to mind. Though he knew all politicians to be pretentious, he was surprised to discover that “southern pomposity, when not arrogant, was genial and sympathetic, almost quaint and childlike in its simplemindedness; quite a different thing from the Websterian… pomposity of the north.”8

Sometime during their stay, Henry and his father called upon President Taylor at the Executive Mansion, itself something of a presumed ancestral possession. The visit made a distinct impression on the boy, for this is where his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather had all once lived. John and Abigail Adams, leaving the comparative comfort of Philadelphia, the nation’s second capital after New York City, were its original occupants, in November 1800. Henry remembered thinking he “owned it” and “should some day live in it.” Taylor, who died of an ill-defined digestive ailment just a few weeks after entertaining the Adamses, left less of an impression. Presidents in the boy’s family, after all, were common, something one might expect to see, so the boy later wrote, “in every respectable family.”9

As a kind of ceremonial conclusion to what he called his “Washington education,” Henry, driven with the Governor in a carriage and pair, visited Mount Vernon, still a private residence owned by the widow of George Washington’s grandnephew John Augustine Washington II. There, he discovered an antique colonial world that bore a striking resemblance to Quincy: “It was the same eighteenth-century, the same old furniture, the same old patriot, and the same old President.”10 But as he ambled about the ancient plantation, its precincts redolent with historical suggestion, a puzzling contradiction began to wedge its way into the boy’s ripening mind. For he had been taught to revere the great Washington—a man above all other statesmen, all other presidents. And yet this Roman among Romans had held slaves on the very grounds upon which the boy now trod, and Henry, the clean-faced Puritan who knew the difference between a good road and a bad one, knew slavery to be wicked. It was a paradox that, in 1850, the entire country began to wrestle with in earnest.






4 Heroes


Henry’s journey to the capital overlapped an extended period of literary labor in which he assisted the Governor on a major editing project, The Works of John Adams. Running upon completion (1856) to ten fat volumes, this collection of unearthed essays, letters, and state papers required many hours of careful pruning and proofreading. Just entering his early teens, Henry gave his eyes to the enterprise. The finished product, one that fell somewhere between historical documentation and filial piety, carried multiple meanings for its junior partner. Importantly, it suggested to Henry how biography could be communicated over a large canvas filled with narrative drama and color; his crowded history of the early republic, drafted a generation later and packed with masterful portraits of Jefferson and Jackson, Madison and Monroe, picks up, in a manner, where The Works leaves off. The apprenticeship further anticipated another and vital father-son partnership: Henry’s appointment as Charles Francis’s private secretary in London, where the latter served as America’s minister to Great Britain during the Civil War. And finally, combing through the House of Adams’s seemingly endless archives offered Henry an intensive tutorial on the origins and “making” of his famous family. If, as he insisted in the Education, his historical perspective ran somewhat archaically to the colonial, The Works, a fife-and-drum hymn to the past, could only have nurtured that sentimental panorama.

Working closely in the Adams files with his father gave Henry an intensive line-by-line primer in the oft-disillusioning art of cross-generational comparison. He later confessed that Charles Francis’s “mind was not bold like his grandfather’s or restless like his father’s, or imaginative or oratorical,” though he did praise the Governor’s stolid intellect for exhibiting “singular perfection, admirable self-restraint, and instinctive mastery of form”—before adding the inevitable Calvinistic caveat, “Within its range it was a model.” In short, Henry esteemed the Governor’s stable temperament even as he recognized it as something of a lesser virtue. And maybe this too—the bias toward balance—could be counted among Louisa Catherine’s largely unrecognized legacies, giving to her son the soupçon of Maryland blood that helped him to withstand the passions, anxieties, and expectations that afflicted other Adams men. Charles Francis’s uncle Charles Adams suffered from alcoholism and died at thirty; his two name-weighted brothers—George Washington Adams and John Adams II—died, respectively, at the ages of twenty-eight and thirty-one, having both struggled with drinking. Like Henry, Charles Francis was a lucky third son and thus not so obviously saddled with excessive expectations. Writing to his brother Charles some years after their father’s death, Henry described the Governor in European rather than American terms, introducing yet again Louisa Catherine’s influence: “His instinctive sense of form, combined with keenness of mind, were French rather than English. His simplicity was like the purity of crystal, without flash or color. His figure, as a public man, is classic,—call it Greek, if you please.”1



If Henry admired his father’s comparatively quiet constitution, he found such placidity in organized Christianity, another family formality, disappointing. He would look back with some puzzlement on the small role that religion had played in his life. Despite their formidable reputations, the great theologians, divines, and ministers who once commanded such prime cultural space in colonial New England, men such as Cotton Mather, the influential Puritan who supported the Salem witch trials, and Jonathan Edwards, a charismatic revivalist preacher central to shaping the First Great Awakening that helped create a common evangelical identity in American Protestantism, meant surprisingly little to him. Heroes were at home or in the statehouse; they resided not in the pulpit. Though Henry respected his father’s poised temperament as a shield to certain inevitable family pressures, he thought less of that asset when practiced by Boston’s influential Unitarian Church, which had rejected such ancient articles of faith as the Trinity, original sin, and biblical infallibility. He believed its prevailing “mental calm,” modeled by a rational-minded Harvard-trained clergy, too distant, too analytical, and too self-satisfied. These learned men, he protested, “proclaimed as their merit that they insisted on no doctrine, but taught, or tried to teach, the means of leading a virtuous, useful, unselfish life, which they held to be sufficient for salvation. For them, difficulties might be ignored; doubts were waste of thought; nothing exacted solution. Boston had solved the universe; or had offered and realised the best solution yet tried. The problem was worked out.”2

Henry and his siblings found little inspiration in such a stillborn theology. In youth they dutifully read their Bibles, marched off to church twice each Sunday, and outwardly followed the rituals of worship. And yet, he remembered, “neither to [him] nor to [his] brothers or sisters was religion real.… The religious instinct had vanished.”3 His brother Charles, late in life, wrote a rather caustic account of the generational disconnect behind that disappearance:


The recollection of those Sundays haunts me now. We always had a late breakfast—every one did; and we dined early—roast beef always for dinner; and I got a dislike for roast beef which lasted almost to manhood, because I thus had to eat it every Sunday at 1.30, after a breakfast at 9. Then came the Sunday hair-combing and dressing. After which, Bible reading, four chapters, each of us four verses in rotation. Then a Sunday lesson, committing some verses from the Bible or a religious poem to memory.… Then came the going to Church.… Twice a day, rain or shine, summer and winter. In town [Boston] we went to that dreary old Congregational barn in Chauncy Street—the gathering place of the First Church—where my uncle, Dr. Frothingham, held forth.4



Despite moving away from orthodox Christian belief, however, Henry retained throughout his life a searching attitude toward various cultural, intellectual, and aesthetic expressions of religious experience. Buddhism and medieval Catholicism, in particular, opened fresh avenues for making comparisons and contrasts with the modern West that found their way into his published work. Boston’s liberal Protestantism, on the other hand, never made such a vigorous impression, and neither did the “eccentric off-shoots” (as he called them) of Transcendentalism and Universalism, or the neighboring experimental communities—most famously Brook Farm (1841–47), satirized in Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Blithedale Romance, and Fruitlands (1843), a seven-month flop conducted by Bronson Alcott, father of Little Women’s author, Louisa May Alcott—that popped up and then promptly disappeared during his childhood. This utopic side of the New England conscience left Henry cold. Even with the old Calvinism no longer an encompassing cultural force, he felt intellectually at home with its skeptical view of humanity, a perspective that led him to suggest, with all due respect, that Mr. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the author, philosopher, and celebrated Concord sage, “was naïf.”5 And as a harmless “eccentric,” Emerson, no less than Boston’s more conventional clerisy, failed to impress Henry as a compelling public figure. None among them would do as a hero, none could capture the boy’s emotions, and none was Charles Sumner.

Henry’s earliest memories of Sumner were in the family’s Mount Vernon Street home, where the spirited discussions that led to the evolution of Whigs into Conscience Whigs and Conscience Whigs into Free Soilers ensued. At the age of ten or so Henry was given a desk in the large upstairs library to improve upon his Latin grammar. There, winter after winter, he toiled away at his studies, growing increasingly aware of the antislavery politics being practiced on the other side of the room. Though he admired each of his father’s several associates (the historian John Gorham Palfrey “was to a boy often the most agreeable”; the lawyer-memoirist Richard Henry Dana “was… without dogmatism or self-assertion”), only Sumner held his attention. Here was a man, even more so than the measured Charles Francis, whom he clearly wished to emulate. Sumner’s “superiority,” he later wrote, came across as brilliantly real and incontestable; “he was the classical ornament of the anti-slavery party; their pride in him was unbounded, and their admiration outspoken. The boy Henry worshiped him.… The relation of Mr. Sumner in the household was far closer than any relation of blood. None of the uncles approached such intimacy. Sumner was the boy’s ideal of greatness.”6

Three years Charles Francis’s junior, Sumner had made his mark in Massachusetts as a lawyer, a lecturer, and, following America’s controversial annexation of Texas in 1845, a savage critic of slavery. A popular, gregarious figure who, at a towering six feet four inches, could look down upon lesser mortals, he had traveled in England and the Continent—still a rare thing—rolling up one social success after another. His attendance at Queen Victoria’s Westminster Abbey coronation, intimacy with the Romantic poet William Wordsworth, and tales of Oxford friendships and Cambridge acquaintances only enhanced his reputation in status-conscious Boston. To the young Henry, Sumner had made the right friends and the right enemies; he was the Bay State’s brilliant rising sun to the aging Webster’s sinking star. When the latter left the Senate in July 1850, Sumner, a Free Soiler, claimed his seat. After several months of partisan wrangling, the legislature sent him to the upper chamber by a single vote on the twenty-sixth ballot in a tense session attended by an elated Henry. “He ran home as hard as he could,” Adams later wrote of himself in the Education, “and burst into the dining-room where Mr. Sumner was seated at table with the family. He enjoyed the glory of telling Sumner that he was elected; it was probably the proudest moment in the life of either.”7

In time, however, Henry came rather uneasily to equate Sumner with that other and more distant idol: the great Washington. If the latter had compromised his reputation by holding slaves, the former had played politics, only a slightly lesser sin in Henry’s estimation. True, Sumner never overtly courted the opposition, the Massachusetts Democratic Party, but he had accepted a precious gift from its hand. With both a Senate seat and the gubernatorial chair open, the Free Soilers proved to be the balance of power in a state assembly dominated by Democrats and Whigs. Accordingly, they negotiated the Senate for Sumner in exchange for supporting the Democrat George S. Boutwell for governor. “Boy as he was,” Henry recounted, “he knew enough to know that something was wrong.” In fact, his disillusionment with Sumner had only just begun.8

A fierce moralist by nature, Sumner’s rhetorical assault on the South drew the hatred of a cane-wielding South Carolina congressman named Preston Brooks who, eager to avenge the “honor” of his section, attacked him in the Senate Chamber on a spring day in 1856. Following a three-year convalescence (some below the Mason-Dixon Line accused him of “shamming”; the current view is that he may have suffered from posttraumatic stress disorder), Sumner returned and, in such baiting addresses as “The Barbarism of Slavery,” fired upon the South with renewed vigor. By this point he had moved far beyond the moderate position on the slave question still held by Charles Francis. The Governor’s reverence for the republic ensured his opposition to radical abolitionism, invariably souring his relations with Sumner. Siding with family, Henry could love the senator only as a fallen angel who had failed to put union first.






5 Harvard


Late in the summer of 1854, sixteen-year-old Henry made the short pilgrimage across the Charles River and began taking classes at Harvard. Much like Quincy and the presidency, he recognized the College as something of a family fiat, all a part of being a male Adams. He was the fourth generation (and one of four brothers) to attend the school; his grandfather Adams had offered lectures as the Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Oratory (1806–9) and sat on its Board of Overseers—as would the Governor and his son Charles. The Governor’s eldest son, John Quincy II, served for a time on the Harvard Corporation, the smaller of the school’s two superintending committees. Bending to family preference, not to say pressure, Henry himself returned to his alma mater in the 1870s to teach medieval and American history. “All went there,” he later smiled with a deflating sarcasm, “because their friends went there, and the College was their ideal of social self-respect.… Any other education would have required a serious effort.”1

Henry, in fact, gave his studies more than a passing glance, although, in the fuller sense that he meant, Harvard loomed as a tiresomely orthodox institution, a sheltered place for privileged sons to congregate with other privileged sons. The school’s student body counted 340 undergraduates with an additional 365 in the divinity, law, scientific, and medical schools; its faculty consisted of thirty-nine professors, and its several libraries held fewer than 100,000 volumes; the young scholars, dressed in obligatory black coats, accepted a curriculum largely imposed on them by the administration and faculty. Total expenses for an academic year—room and board, instruction, and textbooks—came to $249, about $6,900 in current dollars.2

The school ranked its students on a complicated merit system, and Henry seemed willing to play the game before boredom and perhaps some resentment set in. He received no deductions for conduct his first year, but soon the penalties began to pile up—70 as a sophomore, an additional 94 points as a junior, and a contemptuous 608 his senior year. Clearly he had little respect for Harvard’s method of apportioning distinction.3 He deliberately courted, rather, a number of small transgressions, including smoking in the College yard, cutting classes, and missing prayers. After absenting himself from one devotional service too many, the school sent Charles Francis a formal letter to acquaint him of his son’s sins.

Combined, the penalties helped to bring Henry’s final class rank down to a middling 44th out of 89 graduates. Even without these demerits, however, his chances of scholastic recognition were early and perhaps fatally compromised by a freshman-year illness (possibly mononucleosis) that caused him to miss a month of classes, thus dropping his first-term standing to 70th. Diligent work the following semester elevated him to 43rd. He inched up to 34th sophomore year and peaked at 21st as a junior. At that point, with but a year to go and no chance of cracking the top tier, he appears to have simply invited penalties. He rejected, in other words, a College model that policed private behavior, held out small rewards for congenial conduct, and treated undergraduates more like schoolboys than young men. In many respects, the institution existed less for the students than the students existed for the institution. Still socially informed by its proud colonial past, Harvard made few concessions to its clientele, who were fenced in a cramped quadrangle containing a few plain buildings. A ringing bell called students twice a day to morning and evening prayers, where, when seated, they were enjoined to refrain from fidgeting, whispering, and otherwise demonstrating a less than monastic reverence. One could conceivably cultivate an intellectual life apart from the school, though the merit system discouraged gestures in this direction. Henry’s collegiate friend Nicholas Longworth Anderson, the son of two distinguished Ohio families, complained to his mother, “Rank at college is determined not by a uniform elegance of recitation or by a knowledge of the subjects in hand, but by a conformity to the college rules.”4

Henry’s classroom performance varied by subject. He did well in languages (French, Latin, and Greek), labored unevenly in the sciences (taking higher marks in botany and astronomy than in physics and chemistry), and excelled in composition and elocution—the necessary skill set of pre–Civil War statesmen. Ironically, considering his later success as an interpreter of the American past, he proved at this time a diffident student of history. Disinclined to the lecture and recitation mode and perhaps unwilling to exert himself for something less than top place, there is evidence that he purposefully underperformed. His peers considered him intellectually formidable, and the College’s chapter of Phi Beta Kappa made him an honorary member; one student, upon receiving an army commission, asked Henry to draft his letter of acceptance. Beyond a small circle of intimates, he more generally mixed well with his colleagues, who were possibly intrigued by his casual flouting of school rules. Apart from the academic routine, Adams contributed essays and book reviews to the student-run Harvard Magazine, made occasional forays into neighboring Boston for much needed dining alternatives, and was initiated into the Hasty Pudding Club, Harvard’s preeminent student organization (and the country’s oldest theatrical society). In its company he acquired the improbable moniker “Alligator” and appeared in several productions, including John Morton Madison’s one-act farce, Lend Me Five Shillings, and The Poor Gentleman, a happy-ending five-act comedy by the British dramatist George Colman the Younger.5

Such episodes and activities drew from Adams a strong sense of camaraderie with several classmates, a bond captured well in his sentimental response, as an upperclassman, to leaving Holworthy Hall. After lovingly enumerating the dormitory’s deficiencies as “the coldest, dirtiest, and gloomiest [quarters] in Cambridge,” he wrote with feeling of how its frugal rooms held certain and special instances of unexpected friendships: “To me it will always be haunted by my companions who have been there, by the books that I have read there, and by a laughing group of bright, fresh faces, that have rendered it sunny in my eyes forever.”6

Though Henry pertly disparaged Harvard in the Education as intellectually archaic, the school did offer certain amenities not to be found elsewhere in America. The English novelist and Vanity Fair author William Makepeace Thackeray, former longtime Missouri senator Thomas Hart Benton (who, with his brother Jesse, had years earlier nearly killed Andrew Jackson in a Nashville gunfight), and educational pioneer Horace Mann were a few of the notable lecturers brought to Cambridge during Henry’s undergraduate years. The school’s faculty, if uneven, did include several prominent dons, some of whom, like the Swiss-born naturalist Louis Agassiz and the versatile New England poet James Russell Lowell (replacing the nation’s most famous bard, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, at the beginning of Henry’s sophomore year), made lasting impressions. Henry later remembered Agassiz’s course on the glacial period and paleontology as “the only teaching that appealed to [my] imagination.”7

Harvard’s ability to draw students from across the country further earned Adams’s appreciation. Nowhere else, outside of perhaps a military academy, was he likely to strike up a friendship with someone like William Henry Fitzhugh “Rooney” Lee, the ducal second son of then Lt. Col. Robert E. Lee. Many years after graduating, Henry supposed that a shared antipathy to the quickly approaching modern age—dominated by machines and accountants, bankers and bottom lines—made the two classmates temperamentally suited. He called himself “little more fit than the Virginians to deal with a future America which showed no fancy for the past. Already northern society betrayed a preference for economists over diplomats [Adamses] or soldiers [Lees],—one might even call it a jealousy,—against which two eighteenth-century types had little chance to live, and which they had in common to fear.”8 In Lee, Adams recognized a fellow aristocrat similarly burdened by the ghosts of history-laden ancestors. Lee’s paternal grandfather, Maj. Gen. Henry “Light-Horse Harry” Lee III, had fought effectively in the southern theater of the American Revolution before serving as Virginia’s ninth governor; his maternal grandfather, George Washington Parke Custis, was the step-grandson and adopted son of George Washington. Though an enemy of slavery, Henry nevertheless identified with the slaveholder as a powder-wigged fixture of the past, part of a southern system that, like black bondage, trembled on the edge of extinction.

In his later years, Adams came to see Harvard as performing a kind of intellectual evasion. Anchored in orthodoxy, the College seemed disinclined to grapple with fresh discoveries in the social and hard sciences. Its emphasis on student attendance at religious services and a classics-heavy curriculum harkened back to its Puritan roots, but the next half-century unleashed upon the world—even the neatly trimmed Harvard Yard—Marxism, Fordism (the emergence of mass production in the automobile industry as elsewhere), and evolutionary theory. To be fair, Henry arrived in Cambridge at the tail end of an older scholastic tradition, before men such as Marx and Darwin had published their most influential works. Thus, when he later complained of “not… remember[ing] to have heard the name of Karl Marx mentioned [at Harvard], or the title of Capital,” he was aiming for effect rather than accuracy.9 The first volume of Capital, as he knew, did not appear until 1867; in any case Henry’s copy, held at the Massachusetts Historical Society, has a number of uncut pages, indicating that they remained unread.

He more accurately indicted Harvard for seeking to inculcate its students with the liberal Protestant virtues—“moderation, balance, judgment, restraint”—that mirrored the character of the Cambridge Unitarian clergy.10 This did nothing to prepare Henry and his peers for either the coming carnage of the Civil War or the age of industry and empire that followed. As a culture-shaping institution, Harvard seemed to play a part in a grand conspiracy to defend the idea of a New England conscience hardened in its quasi-Puritan convictions and indisposed to change. Had Henry taken his education, say, in the 1720s, it would likely have lasted him a lifetime, but to graduate as he did in 1858, on the cusp of a radical new age in science and economics, immigration and warfare, raised serious doubts about the very foundations of his training.

In this profoundly influential period (say, 1860–1905), x-rays, radioactivity, and electrons were discovered, and Einstein advanced the theory of special relativity; much of the Western world industrialized, which inspired a new era of imperialism evinced in the so-called scramble for Africa and incursions into Asia. A series of conflicts—the American Civil War, wars of German unification, and the Sino-Japanese War—demonstrated the efficacy of “modern” economies and technologies. Some twenty million immigrants, mainly from southern and eastern European countries, arrived in the United States during the last twenty years of Adams’s life. No doubt he too severely condemned his college in the Education for failing to, in effect, predict the future. And yet, as a probing commentary on the insularity of scholastic institutions, the critique is worth considering.

Adams’s single conspicuous triumph at Harvard came late, when his peers chose him to deliver their Class Day oration, a ceremonial occasion approximately a month before graduation. “This,” he subsequently recalled, “was political as well as literary success, and precisely the sort of eighteenth-century combination that fascinated an eighteenth-century boy.”11 The recognition from his colleagues conformed to a traditional (and distinctly Adams-like) assumption of honor; presumably no horse-trading or special pleading from the penalty-mired candidate marred his elevation. His selection seemed an assurance that the “eighteenth-century” continuities would continue, and from the Quincy perspective that may have been a bigger prize than the oration itself.

A bit before noon, following an ice-cream repast, on a blazing late June day, an audience of faculty and families, students and guests packed into Cambridge’s First Parish Church. “Here all hot—yes roasted, and dripping with perspiration,” one of them wrote, “as we listened to the oration by Henry Adams and the poem by [George W.] Noble—both were good.” Considering the convivial occasion, the address struck a decidedly critical note. Posing as a Puritan, Adams, decked out in de rigueur black gown and looking solemn and grave, attacked the age’s—or at least Boston’s—materialistic bent. And in doing so he vented too against the Unitarian mindset that, so he pressed, had done its best to dilute all wonder, mystery, and experimentation from the human experience. “Man has reduced the universe to a machine,” he complained, and thus failed to recognize “that there are secrets of nature which have puzzled chemist and philosopher even in these days of science, and which still wait for a solution.”12 Conceding nothing to his captive audience, a happy gathering of the secure and the satisfied, he attacked the lazy intellectual assumptions of the New England way:


Some of us still persist in believing that there are prizes to be sought for in life which will not disgust in the event of success.… There are some who believe that this long education of ours, the best that the land can give, was not meant to be thrown away and forgotten; that this nation of ours furnishes the grandest theatre in the world for the exercise of that refinement of mind and those high principles which it is a disgrace to us if we have not acquired.13



In effect, Henry subjected his audience to a sermon, one that raised the uncertain specter of a spiritual breakdown afflicting civilization. It proved to be an anticipatory statement, a minor jeremiad that he would rehearse and repeat over the course of his life in a number of literary genres.

More immediately, however, a newly commenced Adams was barely looking beyond the day and faced the nagging postgraduation problem of identifying a suitable profession; he simply saw no clear path. “Ultimately it is most probable that I shall study and practice law,” he wrote in the class Life-Book, “but where and to what extent is as yet undecided.”14 He wished, in other words, for the rare gift of time before a decisive series of hushed parental conversations and maneuvers quietly cornered him into slipping on an occupational harness. “Law,” like “Harvard,” was reflexive, and he said “law” only because, for the time being, in his last, late collegiate spring, it offered the path of least resistance. More genuinely, if secretly, he had begun to formulate other plans and rather than saunter off to a local attorney’s office to bow before the altar of apprenticeship, he broke in a decidedly different direction. The favorite son, desperate for independence, managed to make his way to Germany.
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New England boys. Mentally they were never boys.

Henry Adams, 1907






6 Germany


Henry’s postcollegiate journey to Europe signified, depending upon one’s perspective, either a great break from family tradition or yet another pivot down a familiar path. His people, after all, had been sailing to the Continent ever since 1778, when John Adams, appointed as a special envoy by the fledgling U.S. government, boarded the frigate Boston with his preteen son John Quincy, bound for France. Over the next several decades, numerous European courts came to know one Adams or another. Henry, by contrast, sought not the clerical routine of an American mission but rather the leisure of unaccounted hours to consider carefully his next move and perhaps identify his real vocation. Brothers John and Charles were already admitted to the Suffolk County (Massachusetts) bar, a depressing concession, so Henry thought, to the gray ghosts of the Old House that he hoped to avoid. Hardly a renegade, the green graduate stood in solid company. For the pressure to identify early an occupation figured prominently in the thinking, strategies, and evasions of many privileged young men disinclined to inflict upon the world yet more lawyers, politicians, and physicians. Under strain they might gesture in the direction of these rote professions only to later make their escapes. To note but two famous examples, the novelist Henry James, author of such classics as The Portrait of a Lady and The Bostonians, briefly attended Harvard Law School (1862–63) before launching a literary career; his brother William, the noted philosopher and psychologist, took the degree of M.D. at the Harvard Medical School in 1869 but never practiced medicine.

Negotiating for his short-term freedom, Henry asked his father for $2,000 for two years—about $55,000 in current dollars—promising upon his return to take up the duties of a “jurist,” an authority and commentator, that is, on legal concerns.1 He intended, so he told the Governor, to study civil law at Heidelberg and Berlin as well as in Paris. Naturally his language skills could only, he pointed out, be improved. The extent to which Charles Francis accepted the veracity of Henry’s well-planned plea is a matter of conjecture, but there never seemed to be any real question about the young man’s emancipation from Massachusetts. A third son and a Brooks to boot, Henry considered himself eminently expendable and thus safe to be set free. There were, he supposed, already enough Adams men fingering musty law books and biding their time to claim the mundane political prizes they thought their due.

Still, parental doubts lingered. Neither Abigail nor Charles Francis were eager to let this much loved son go and took only small comfort in the fact that their eldest child, Louisa, then living in Italy with her husband of four years, Charles Kuhn, a former sugar broker, represented some vague shadow of American oversight. The Governor in particular took the separation hard. After seeing Henry off at the train station, Charles Francis confessed to his diary of an enveloping sadness: “My happiness is all at home, and he is on the whole that one of my sons who is possessed of the most agreeable home qualities. When we came home to our shortened evening table, I was under greater depression than I have felt for a long time.”2

On October 9, eleven days after embarking on what one passenger called a “rough and tedious crossing,” Henry and a small number of former classmates arrived in Liverpool aboard the RMS Persia, an iron side-wheeler reputed to be the fastest steamship in the world. From Liverpool, he set off for London, where he spent a few days sightseeing before crossing the Channel to Antwerp aboard the steamer Baron Osy; a brief layover at Hanover prefaced his Berlin debut on the 22nd. Thus began a trying period for the young scholar, who perhaps read his difficulties—negotiating the language, loneliness, and lack of female company—into subsequent brittle appraisals of this period. “He loved, or thought he loved the people,” he later wrote of these years, “but the Germany he loved was the eighteenth-century which the Germans were ashamed of, and were destroying as fast as they could. Of the Germany to come, he knew nothing.”3

Part of Henry’s troubles involved the after-tremors of an unrequited love. While at Harvard he had fallen quite completely for Caroline Bigelow, doe-eyed, trim waisted, and the daughter of a Massachusetts Supreme Court justice. A serious boy uninitiated in the ways of flirtation, he had perhaps opened his heart as never before. These still tender feelings followed him overseas. From a distant Germany he wrote to Charles of Carry’s spell, “I wasted a good deal of superfluous philanthropy on her. It was my last and longest hit, that. Lasted me a matter of three years and might be still hanging round me if I’d remained at home, though I had pretty much found her out the Spring before I graduated. It cost me the hardest heart-aches ever I had before I could sit quiet under the conviction that she is—what she is.… By God, I grind my teeth even now to think how easily I let myself be led by that doll.”4 Years would pass before he let himself be led again.

Having begun his coursework in Berlin, Henry took an immediate dislike to the university’s austerely formal academic environment. Professors lectured out of textbooks, he later complained, and refused to engage undergraduates in discussion. He compared the system to an unsatisfying apprenticeship in which students paid for the credential of a degree but failed to acquire any useful knowledge. Turned loose on their own, he thought they might have a chance at self-education, but the regimented system of instruction worked against this. Their principal function, he once fumed, was to pay the salaries of a top-heavy professoriate. Defeated by the language and unable to follow his lessons, Henry quickly employed a “Dutch teacher” to come by each morning for conversation and look over his exercises. Needless to say, his first dispiriting weeks in Germany were humbling. “Here I am, then, in Berlin,” he groaned to his brother Charles, “independent; unknown and unknowing; hating the language and yet grubbing into it.”5

Though confused by the lectures—“I can’t catch anything at all”—Henry maintained the polite fiction during these initial months abroad that a legal career beckoned. He sketched out plans for a two-year education in Europe, followed by two additional years back in Boston reading law, at which point, he somewhat arbitrarily proposed, he might abandon the East altogether, cross the Mississippi, and become a giant of jurisprudence in St. Louis. These were, of course, boyish reveries, part of Henry’s stumbling search to find traction and offer, at least to his family, the semblance of stability. More generally, he spent a considerable amount of time in Germany organizing excursions and ruminating on his persistently thin finances. Concerts and theaters, wine shops and beer gardens were all temptations to be indulged. He saw Mozart’s Zauberflöte and Beethoven’s Fidelio at the Berlin Opera Haus, enjoyed a “remarkably well done” presentation of Hamlet in the local language, and sampled other Schauspielhaus performances of Oberon, Don Juan, and Wagner’s Rienzi. Henry liked Maraschino liqueur and a nicely spiced Glühwein and more generally consumed Piesporter and Rhine wine. All of these entertainments and appetites added up. “But you see,” he appealed to Charles (though he might just as easily have been showing off), “a single bat [spree], a single evening passed as is sometimes done, from six in the afternoon till three in the morning… may make necessary a week’s economy.” And while retrenching “on the heavy cheap,” as he put it, the penitent scholar sat in Berlin cellars and quietly suffered “boiled sausages and a mug of beer.”6

Pleasurable—if expensive—evenings out to the contrary, Henry’s sense of duty kept him in the classroom, though not at the University of Berlin. Simply unable to fathom the lectures, he dropped his legal studies and in January enrolled as a special student in the Friedrichs-Wilhelm-Werdesches Gymnasium, which housed some 450 students. The boys in his class of forty-four ranged from ten to nineteen; most were under fifteen. Henry, the “older” American, obviously stuck out like a sore thumb. “One or two of the little fellows I am quite fond of,” he wrote to Sumner back in America, “and you would split if you could see me walking away from school with a small boy under each arm, to whom I have to bend down to talk.… I am stared at as a sort of wild beast by the rest of the school… [although] they treat me with a certain sort of respect, and yet as one of themselves.”7

Sitting in the third row, Henry struggled to absorb the language (his chief reason for being at the gymnasium) in which his lessons—Greek, Latin, history, and religion—were taught. With more confidence he took some critical note of his classmates’ diet, complexion, and general physical countenance. He found them on the whole “pale, heavy, [and] dirty.” This he chalked up to too much “sauer kohl and sausages” and a lack of exercise. He reported that mere proximity to these pasty faces in the drab winter months “made [him] feel sick and low-spirited.” He too, however, appeared to have picked up a bit of winter weight. “Adams has become a little fatter,” observed Benjamin Crowninshield, a Harvard friend also tramping about Europe at this time. He noticed further that Henry, already battling an uncooperative hairline, had compensated with muttonchop sideburns cleanly kept off a still boyish lip and chin.8

By March Adams had had enough and sought an honorable and all-encompassing retreat from the law, from language training, and most especially from Berlin. In a letter to Charles he happily granted, “For my own part I feel as certain that I never shall be a lawyer, as you are that I’m not fit for it.” But this confession only begged the question: If he were not to study law, what would constitute his reason for remaining in Europe? A number of answers came conveniently to hand: he wanted, like a number of his fellow Harvard alums, to experience the Continent’s outstanding cultural amenities; continued language training augured well for future diplomatic service; and exposure to Europe traditionally benefited Adams men, broadening their education and making them more suitable for public careers. Years later, Henry framed those drifting days abroad in a brief admission that may contain multiple meanings: “Adams stayed because he did not want to go home.”9

Neither, however, did he wish to remain in Berlin, a city in which, Crowninshield contended, “he look[ed] like a beaten dog with the tail between the hind legs.” In early April he left the Prussian capital for a holiday in Dresden, the center of the Kingdom of Saxony some 115 miles to the south. His letters to family up to this time suggested a blending of youthful confusion, occupational frustration, and perhaps a trace of depression. The escape promised a clean start, as did the end of an oppressive central European winter. In the hopeful light of spring, he wrote to Charles of his altogether more radiant surroundings: “Sun doesn’t set till after eight and I tell you, sir, that a sunset concert on the Brühlsche Terrasse at Dresden, sitting under the trees and smoking with a view down the Elbe at the sunset, and a view up the Elbe to the pine hills above, is something jolly. I don’t deny it, Sir, I enjoy this life.” If still troubled by having to solicit the Governor for financial assistance, Henry nevertheless took advantage of his altogether brighter Dresden days to scour the city and neighboring countryside. He paid a call on the Königstein Fortress—a medieval castle that dated back to the thirteenth century—and pronounced its valley environs “deuced pretty.” He adopted a less generous line regarding the region’s much admired artistic holdings, posing as something of a seasoned if sniffy connoisseur. After touring the vast Grünes Gewölbe (Green Vault) museum in Dresden, one of the oldest collections of treasures in the world, he smugly declared the gallery “rather a bore… [just a] lot of old knick-knacks, precious stones and all that; decided bore. Palace, frescoes, rather good but no[t] great.” He further adopted a rather inelegant attitude toward the “too coarse complexioned and dowdy… German women,” who, he idly swore, didn’t “please” him. Of course such insecurity-driven assertions allowed Henry to rationalize his annoyingly persistent lack of female attention. With varying degrees of gallows humor and self-pity he wrote Charles, “No one has taken the trouble to fall in love with me.”10

Inevitably, Henry’s Dresden holiday—with its offshoot journeys to Nuremberg and Thun—turned into an extended stay. Returning briefly to Berlin at the end of summer, he realized the impossibility of enduring another long and isolating winter in the capital. Concerned, as he put it to Charles, that he was about to “sink into a chronic melancholy here,” he made other plans. Writing to his mother, he stated simply, “Berlin is too much for me. The city itself, the mode of life here, the American society and the climate have all disagreed with me so much that… I didn’t care to go through it all again.” After petitioning his “papa,” Henry received permission in late October for a permanent removal to Dresden. There, over the next several months, he gave himself up to the luxury of riding lessons, continued to work on his German, and more generally took in the stray books, ideas, and conversations orbiting about him. He also discovered that to be an Adams meant something even overseas. Of the mistress of the house in which he was staying Henry related to Charles with ill-concealed pride, “[She] has once or twice spoken of my ‘historical name’ &c so that I suppose some one has told her my grandfather was president. She has tact enough however to leave me alone.”11

In April he uprooted once again, leaving Dresden for a series of stops in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland. Making his way, finally, to northern Italy, he joined his sister Louisa and her husband. There, he became intensely interested in the Italian Risorgimento, the Resurgence or “rising again” then contesting papal and Austrian authority on the way to creating the Kingdom of Italy. And simply by virtue of being an Adams, even a third son, he discovered that he might have access to some of the major figures of the movement. Compared to his gray German days, Henry took easily to Italy, which touched off all sorts of historical and aesthetic associations in the young man. From its powerful influence would be planted the seed of perhaps his greatest work.
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