







Praise for
Abigail Adams

“A captivating portrait of a reformer both inside and outside the home. . . . Tracing Adams’s life from her childhood as the daughter of a poor parson to her long and sometimes uncertain courtship with John, her joys and sorrows as a mother and her life as the wife of a president, Holton’s superb biography shows us a three-dimensional Adams as a forward-thinking woman with a mind of her own.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review

“Splendid. . . . What gives Holton’s work fresh significance is that his perceptive scouring of the Adams Papers leads him to explore an aspect of Abigail’s life that other biographers either have overlooked or chosen to ignore. . . . Every page is packed with detail about Abigail’s career. Her story is all here. . . . A notable success and very much worth reading.”

—Boston Globe

“A comprehensive yet highly readable account of Abigail’s life. Unlike many previous biographies, Holton’s depicts Abigail not as a forerunner of modern feminism but as an eighteenth-century woman making the best of a difficult situation. . . . In the best sections of the book, Holton provides a portrait of Abigail as something of an economic opportunist—in the best sense of the term. . . . Abigail used the proceeds not to underwrite a lavish lifestyle but to guarantee her family’s economic future. . . . Holton suggests that Abigail’s economic self-assertiveness represented far more than a pragmatic response to her financial situation. Her actions were part and parcel of her longstanding resistance to women’s subjugated status, a ‘tangible protest’ against women’s economic and political disenfranchisement. . . . In Holton’s hands, Abigail Adams . . . emerges as a figure who, long before the 20th century, figured out the connection between economic power and legal rights.”

—The Washington Post

“Holton’s biography stands out for its treatment of Abigail’s entrepreneurship, and if earlier biographers have discussed her proto-feminist opinions, he is often more thorough and nuanced than they were. His skillful use of primary sources, including Adams family correspondence, affords a fuller understanding of events in Abigail Adams’s life than we have had. Holton’s biography is required reading for anyone interested in the Adams family.”

—The Wilson Quarterly

“[F]resh, entertaining, and exhaustive take on the life of one of the most independent and influential American women of her time. . . . Holton’s considerable biographical talents shine through: Adams and members of her circle emerge as rounded characters, and Holton is an admirable guide to their intellectual and political concerns. . . . He gives his readers an unforgettable portrait of an American original.”

—Foreign Affairs

“Richly detailed biography of Abigail Adams, sprightly with quotes from letters and chockfull of legendary names. . . . Compelling biography. . . . The “saucy” lady gets a generous treatment in this entertaining gambol through the founding era.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“This eminently readable portrait. . . . portrays Adams as a model (for her time and place) feminist. . . . Although many writers have unrealistically idealized the Adamses’ marriage, Holton paints a more balanced portrait of their relationship.”

—Booklist

“Mr. Holton is to be congratulated in having produced an unforgettable picture of an unforgettable icon of our early history.”

—Telegram & Gazette

“Biographies of Abigail Adams abound. Woody Holton has produced one as good as any and perhaps better than many.”

—Providence Journal

“[B]egins irresistibly. . . . With so many accounts sentimentalizing the Adamses’ marriage, Holton provides a refreshing and grittier account of the considerable tensions between this couple.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“This is not your father’s Abigail Adams. Woody Holton has given us the gift of the most fully rounded picture of this most famous of Founding Mothers to date. Entrepreneur, politician, mother, wife—Abigail Adams emerges from Holton’s burnished prose as the compelling, complicated person she was. The discoveries he has made, and the insights they have inspired, will shape how we think of revolutionary men and women and partnerships both political and personal.”

—Catherine Allgor, Professor of History,
University of California Presidential Chair

“Insightful, sensitive, and original, Woody Holton’s Abigail Adams presents the whole of this remarkable, slave-owning, financially savvy woman who lived, not just wrote, her constant concern for the rights of women. Here is a bounty of fine-grained social history as well as a feast of language, from the eye and the voice of a historian-poet.”

—Nell Irvin Painter, Edwards Professor of
American History, Emerita, Princeton University
and author of The History of White People

“If you were intrigued by the glimpse of Abigail Adams in recent biographies and the HBO series about her husband, you will be fascinated by this new biography. Adams brought her quest for equality into the household, breaking barriers to a woman owning and managing property. Holton unfolds this virtually unknown story in fast-paced chapters that reach a climax in Adams’s remarkable will. Jane Austen would have understood her contemporary across the sea. So will today’s readers who appreciate that the personal is political.”

—Alfred Young, author of Masquerade: The Life and Times of Deborah Sampson, Continental Soldier

“This is the Adams who deserves a mini-series! A woman who slides right into Twenty-first-Century sense and sensibilities. Abigail Adams is an American hero and Holton brings all the riches of her letters and legacy into literary technicolor.”

—Ann Compton, White House Correspondent, ABC News

“A thorough and thoughtful portrait of a woman who deserves our attention as a heroine of both the American Revolution and the feminist one.”

—Ira Stoll, author of Samuel Adams: A Life

“We always knew that Abigail Adams was feisty, but not until now did we realize how effective her feistiness was. She was a fair match for her husband—no prisoner of precedent himself—and a redoubtable foe of law and traditions that worked to keep women in their accustomed place. Woody Holton has written a book as lively as its subject, and one that will compel a reconsideration of this rambunctious icon of American history.”

—H. W. Brands, author of Traitor to His Class: The Privileged Life and Radical Presidency of Franklin Delano Roosevelt and The First American: The Life and Times of Benjamin Franklin
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INTRODUCTION

On an unusually warm morning in the middle of January 1816, seventy-one-year-old Abigail Adams, wracked with pain and convinced she was dying, sat down to write her will. For Adams, scratching out this four-page document was, for one simple reason, an act of rebellion. The reason was that Adams’s husband John, the former president, was still alive. Throughout Abigail’s lifetime (which, despite her apprehensions that January morning, would continue into the fall of 1818), every wife in America was a feme covert—a covered woman. “The husband and wife are one person in law,” the English legal theorist William Blackstone had explained back in 1765; “that is, the very being or legal existence of the woman is suspended during the marriage.” The most tangible manifestation of this legal “coverture” was, as Adams complained to her husband in 1782, that married women’s property was “subject to the controul and disposal of our partners, to whom the Laws have given a soverign Authority.” Husbands assumed complete authority over their wives’ real estate (land and buildings). And if a married woman brought to her marriage, or later acquired, personal property (which consisted of everything except real estate, be it cash or cattle), it, along with the income generated by her real estate, went to her husband, to dispose of as he pleased. Thousands of spinsters and widows left wills giving away their belongings, but married women were not permitted to distribute their real estate—it was divided equally among their children—and there was no reason for them to express their wishes regarding their personal property, for they had none to give.

Adams nonetheless decided to write a will. She began it by itemizing certain gifts she had previously made to her sons, explaining that she mentioned these so “that injustice may not be supposed to be done” to them. But the bulk of her will took care of her female relatives. They received gowns, watches, and rings—and also securities and cash. Adams’s brother, brother-in-law, son-in-law, and one of her sons had all failed to provide adequately for their families. To make up for these male relatives’ failures, she had spent the previous three decades giving money to several men and nearly a dozen women in her family circle, often concealing these payments from her husband. She now decided not to share her belongings—more precisely, the property she claimed to own—equally among her heirs, as her husband would do (with a few exceptions) in his own will three years later. Instead she sought to harmonize her benefactions with the recipients’ needs. The residuary legatees—those receiving whatever, if anything, was left after all of her individual bequests had been carried out—were her six granddaughters.

[image: images]

First page of Abigail Adams’s will, January 18, 1816. Adams Family Papers, Topical Supplements (Wills, Deeds, Etc.), Massachusetts Historical Society.

In the vast trove of Adams Papers housed at the Massachusetts Historical Society in Boston, a copy of Adams’s will, in her handwriting, is filed with the family’s legal papers, but it was not actually a legal document that any court was bound to respect. Recognizing that hard truth, she did not begin it with the customary language about being of sound mind and body, instead writing, “I Abigail Adams wife to the Hon[ora]ble John Adams of Quincy in the County of Norfolk, by and with his consent, do dispose of the following property.” By and with his consent. Although the document did not bear the signature of John Adams, Abigail insisted that she had persuaded her spouse to go along with her challenge to coverture. Over the course of their long lifetimes, John and Abigail Adams had worked together on a host of important projects that have earned them great renown, but this previously unreported collaboration—in which the wife, not the husband, took the leading role—may have been the most extraordinary of all.

Today Abigail Adams lives in the American memory as the most illustrious woman of the founding era. Yet the very existence of her will suggests that perhaps we do not know her quite as well as we think we do. What were the converging forces that prompted the wife of the second president to defy hundreds of years of statutes and legal precedents by writing a will? Given that married women of her era were not supposed to own personal property, how did she manage to acquire so much of it? When John discovered this document among his deceased wife’s papers, he would have been well within his rights in throwing it in the fire, and that raises an additional question: what made her so sure he would carry out her wishes? The only way to solve these riddles is to trace two long-term developments. The first is the evolution of Abigail Adams’s personality across the span of more than seventy years of revolution, war, and social upheaval. The second is the gradual working out, over the course of more than five decades, of her relationship with her husband. Abigail herself was never able to answer another question posed by her will, namely: Did John in fact carry out her instructions? But we can.

 

For generations, Abigail Adams’s words—in particular her famous “Remember the Ladies” letter of March 31, 1776—have inspired women seeking equity in the workplace, before the law, and within their own families. Yet they have always been mere words, and skeptics have emphasized that the only place she ever dared to utter them was in confidential letters to her husband. But the skeptics are wrong. Adams actually shared her views on women’s rights with numerous correspondents, male and female, inside and outside her family. She even published a brief critique of one particularly obnoxious misogynist in a Boston newspaper (albeit anonymously). Most important of all, she was not content merely to register her verbal objections to the subjugation of women. She turned her own household into a laboratory where she imagined what the emancipation of women might look like. In the fall of 1781, about the time of the British surrender at Yorktown, she had made the first of her own declarations of independence. She took some of the money she had earned as a wartime dealer in European finery (therein lies another tale, to be told in due course) and placed it “in the hands of a Friend,” whose identity she conspicuously withheld from her husband. Later she invested this “money which I call mine” in ways that John considered unsavory. For instance, she speculated in government securities that Revolutionary War soldiers had been forced to part with for pennies on the dollar. Moreover, she sometimes devoted her mercantile and speculative profits to causes of which her husband did not approve, justifying the expenditures as coming out of what she variously called “my own pocket money” or “my pin money.”

Adams’s determination to enact some of her proto feminist ideals within her own household—to act as though the doctrine of coverture lost its force at her front door—is only one of the many surprises concealed within the pages of this woman’s extraordinary life history. Given the sheer number of authors who have recounted her story, an astonishingly small portion of it has been told. Biographies of Abigail Adams generally portray her as agreeing with her husband on nearly everything—a depiction that is only accurate if you concentrate, as most of her biographers have, on her political views. On more personal matters, such as religion, the education of the Adams children, and—most of all—family finances, John and Abigail frequently clashed. The sparks that sometimes flew between them illuminate both personalities, and their disagreements can also bring some clarity to a range of broader issues, especially the complex question of what the American Revolution did for—or to—women.

Many of the Adamses’ marital differences will resonate with modern couples. In fact, one astonishing aspect of Abigail’s story is that much of it seems strikingly familiar. As a teenager, she bridled under her mother’s overprotective gaze, and even as a young adult she continued to nurse the wounds she felt her mother had inflicted on her. She did not like the man who courted her little sister, Elizabeth, often called Betsy (primarily because he was too Calvinist). She was annoyed at the way her married friends prattled on about their children—until she became a mother herself. She wondered whether her infant daughter’s first smiles were mirth or simply gas, borrowed baby gear from her older sister, Mary, and worried about whether the local school was doing her children more harm than good. Her husband irritated her by ignoring the family as he lost himself in his newspaper—and infuriated her by leaving her with a houseful of sick children and not even bothering to write. Her teenage daughter resisted her authority in ways that recalled her own adolescent rebellions.

One reason that many of the scenes of Adams’s life have a modern resonance is that she prided herself on navigating the most important intellectual currents of her era. Long before her contemporary Thomas Paine christened their epoch the Age of Reason, Abigail and other educated men and women on both sides of the Atlantic had liberated themselves (as they saw it) from the bonds of blind faith, placing new emphasis on the thought processes of every individual. Letter writing and diary keeping both mushroomed during the Enlightenment. Abigail wrote more than two thousand surviving letters, and she devoted large portions of them to exploring her feelings. To an extent that does not seem unusual today but that would have astonished her grandmother, Abigail liked to think about her thoughts. A fortunate by-product of Adams’s fondness for reflection and self-expression is that she is far and away the most richly documented woman of America’s founding era. A matchless trove of personal information—primarily letters—makes it possible to trace the evolution of her personality in astonishing detail. John Adams constantly berated himself for vanity, and his enemies’ accusation of arrogance sticks to him even today. Yet in many ways Abigail was even more self-possessed. To be sure, John’s intellectual reach often intimidated her, but in all of her other relationships, she was surprisingly confident—“saucy,” John called her. Adams’s self assurance shown brightest in her approach to other people’s offspring. Once it became clear that she had failed to dissuade her younger sister, Elizabeth, from marrying Reverend John Shaw, she urged the couple not to have any children. In 1809, her son John Quincy sailed to St. Petersburg, Russia, as the American minister (a diplomatic post below the rank of ambassador), leaving two of his boys behind with their grandmother. Adams periodically sent his mother explicit instructions about who should board and educate the boys, but she routinely overruled his decisions. At one point she placed George and John with Elizabeth (who by then had lost her first husband and taken another), but then she became dissatisfied with her sister’s childraising technique and moved the boys yet again.

Having to give up John Quincy’s sons was not only humiliating for Elizabeth but a serious financial blow. She and Mary had both taken husbands who were good men but poor providers (twice, in Elizabeth’s case). Abigail and her sisters never lost sight of what happened when their brother’s addiction to drink prevented him from providing for his family. William’s children had to be sent away to be raised by various relatives, including Mary, Abigail, and Elizabeth, and his fate stood like a lighthouse on a rocky shoreline, a constant reminder that the worst consequence of poverty was not material deprivation. Coverture sharply limited Elizabeth’s and Mary’s ability to compensate for their husbands’ financial failings, but they soldiered on, determined to accumulate and retain enough property to keep their families together.

Times were never as hard for Abigail as they often were for her sisters, but she too understood the connection between a family’s economic status and its ability to stick together. She once offered to use some of the money she called her own to purchase an additional farm for her husband, but only if he would quit “running away to foreign courts” and return to Braintree. Two decades later she made a similar overture to her youngest son, Thomas, who had moved to Philadelphia to practice law. Abigail’s wealth also allowed her to surround herself with other people’s children. Louisa Smith, her brother’s daughter, spent most of her life in the Adams household. And at various times Abigail’s daughter and each of her three sons all felt the need to send their own children to live with “Grandmamma.” For instance, her daughter Nabby’s boys moved back to Massachusetts after their father spoiled them and then abandoned them (temporarily, as it turned out). Years later, Nabby’s daughter Caroline joined the Adams household during her mother’s last illness and remained there after her death. After Charles Adams replicated his Uncle William’s failures, slowly drinking himself to death, his wife and daughters accepted Abigail’s invitation to live with her. And for several years after John Adams’s term as president, financial necessity forced his son Thomas’s entire family, which included several rambunctious toddlers, to move into the mansion that John had once called “Peace Field.”

The widening gap between the Adamses’ growing wealth and Mary’s and Elizabeth’s continuing financial struggles strained Abigail’s relationships with both of her sisters. Neither Mary nor Elizabeth could afford to refuse the help that Abigail pressed upon them, but their shared dependence on her embarrassed them terribly. Once in 1797, Mary gratefully acknowledged yet another round of her sister’s gifts and then lamented that she and her children were “doom’d to always be the obliged.” Abigail’s effort to prevent her donations from fraying the sisterly bond called forth diplomatic skills rivaling those displayed on a grander scale by her husband.

Another recipient of Adams’s charity was Phoebe Abdee, her father’s former slave, who lived in the Adams home rent-free during Abigail’s four-year sojourn in Europe. But this relationship was also put to the test when Abdee defied Adams’s prohibition against sharing the house with others. Exhibiting a charitable instinct similar to Abigail’s, Phoebe sheltered a variety of men and women, black and white, whose circumstances were even more desperate than her own. Whereas Abigail’s sister Elizabeth once described Phoebe as “oderiferous,” Abigail on at least one occasion referred to her as her “Parent.” In 1797, Adams took a courageous stand on behalf of a black servant boy who was being driven from the town school because of the color of his skin. Yet she was by no means a consistent enemy of racial prejudice. After attending a London performance of Othello, she admitted her “disgust and horrour” at seeing the “Sooty” title character “touch the Gentle Desdemona.”

If on the one hand Adams has the unnerving capacity to remind us of people we ourselves have known, on the other hand we would do well to remember that much of the apparent familiarity of her world is only a façade. The danger of misunderstanding is especially great in the area of language. While anachronistic terms such as prog and ochlocracy pose obvious challenges, other words sow even more confusion by seeming familiar when they actually are not. In John Adams’s first diary reference to Abigail Smith, the parson’s daughter who was destined to be his bride, he described her as “not candid.” To modern eyes it might appear that he was saying she was dishonest, but his actual meaning was exactly the opposite of that, for he found her too blunt. In the eighteenth century, to be “candid” was to focus on other people’s strengths and overlook their faults. Apparently John considered Abigail insufficiently candid because she could not resist teasing him about some of his foibles.

Visitors to Abigail Adams’s era can count on finding a multitude of familiar faces, but they must nonetheless proceed with caution, for her world is also full of surprises.


A NOTE ON NAMES

This book inevitably contains nearly as many references to John Adams as to his wife, which raises the difficult question of what names to use for each of them. John Adams’s biographers generally refer to him as Adams and her as Abigail, but in using his last name and her first, they perpetuate an ancient patriarchal practice that classified women with children. This book will use first names for both Adamses whenever there is any doubt about which one is meant. On the other hand, when it is obvious which of the two is under consideration, he or she will occasionally be called Adams. Abigail was generally known as Nabby in her youth. In this book, however, that name will be reserved for her daughter, who was also called both Abigail and Nabby. After Abigail Junior’s marriage in 1786, she was referred to as Mrs. Smith in written communications and as Nabby in oral conversations within the family; both terms will be used here, especially the latter.


CHAPTER 1

“A Tender Twig”

1744–1761

First and last, she was a parson’s daughter. Like nearly everyone who was born in the province of Massachusetts Bay in the year 1744, she greeted life in her father’s home. For Abigail Smith, that meant the parsonage in Weymouth, Massachusetts, a farming community fourteen miles southeast of Boston. Weymouth fronts on Massachusetts Bay, and Abigail tasted the sea in her first breath. In colonial times the land along the Massachusetts coast alternated between cultivated farms and hills that were low but often steep. The heights were mostly wooded, but here and there granite outcroppings pierced through. Salt marshes covered the lowlands. But for the freshening easterly breezes blowing in from the bay, more people might have joined John Adams, who came into the world nine years before Abigail in the neighboring town of Braintree, in referring to these wetlands as swamps. Every storm coated the beaches with seaweed that was known to restore the vitality of the soil. For any farmer willing to take the trouble to cart it away, it was like manna from heaven.

On November 22, 1744 (November 11 under the old Julian calendar, used in the British Empire until 1752), when Abigail was born, her father was ten years into what would become the longest term that any minister had ever served the Weymouth church: a forty-eight-year stretch that would end only with his death in 1783. Six years before Abigail’s birth, her father and mother, William and Elizabeth Smith, had convinced the members of the church to sell them the parsonage. In her youth, the Smiths made an addition to the house that was larger than the original structure and set at a right angle to it, giving the parsonage a distinctive L shape.
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Reverend William Smith (1707–1783), Abigail Adams’s father. The “Chappel of Ease” and Church of Statesmen . . . (Cambridge, Mass., 1890), facing page 81. Courtesy Massachusetts Historical Society.

The transaction that gave Parson Smith outright possession of his parsonage spoke volumes about both the region and the man. Since the mid-nineteenth century, the churches of colonial New England have been idealized as peaceable kingdoms, but the reality was that they were often scenes of constant bickering. In Weymouth, the primary contest was between the original church and the north parish, which seceded as the town grew. The parsonage was in the north parish, and both churches laid claim to it, a controversy that culminated in, but did not conclude with, the north parish’s decision to sell the parsonage to their preacher. Parson Smith leapt at the opportunity, for he was not the type to follow the well-trodden path. An early indication of his restless ambition had been his marriage to Elizabeth Quincy of Braintree in 1740. The Quincys were among the Massachusetts Bay Colony’s most prominent families, having arrived in 1633, only three years after the province was founded. In all but one subsequent generation, at least one man had attended Harvard. For many years, John Quincy, Abigail’s grandfather, held the powerful position of Speaker in the provincial House of Representatives.

Quincy did not owe his political prominence to oratorical prowess. On the contrary, he was the first to acknowledge that the real secret to his success was his ability to keep his own counsel. Long after his death, Abigail recalled that her grandfather “was remarkable for never praising any Body, He did not often speak evil, but he seldom spoke well,” either.
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The parsonage in Weymouth, Massachusetts, where Abigail Adams was born and lived until her marriage in 1764. Watercolor, ca. 1800, Smith-Townsend Family Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society.

Elizabeth Norton Quincy, Abigail’s maternal grandmother, was in many ways her husband’s polar opposite—as the maturing Abigail soon discovered. Abigail was a constant presence at her grandparents’ mansion on the crest of Mount Wollaston, just north of the Weymouth Fore River, which separated Braintree from Weymouth. By her teenage years, she had walked the eight-mile round-trip between Weymouth parsonage and Mount Wollaston more times than she could count. Everyone knew which grandparent she had come to see—Elizabeth Quincy, whose most admired trait was undoubtedly her refusal to grow old. In a 1795 letter to her daughter, Abigail recalled that her grandmother’s “lively, cheerful disposition animated all around her.” It was with her “merry and chatty” Grandmother Quincy, she observed years later, that “I passed my early, wild, and giddy days.” The tinge of rowdiness in the young Abigail’s personality—she once acknowledged having a “volatile giddy disposition”—alarmed some members of her family, but Grandmother Quincy declared (quoting Plutarch) that “wild colts make the best Horses.” Years later, Abigail described her grandmother as the person “with whom I chiefly lived during the early period of my life.”

* * *

Abigail’s wild side troubled her mother, who took after the sober-minded Speaker Quincy rather than his more mirthful consort. Elizabeth Quincy Smith was genial enough. But when she ventured out from the Weymouth parsonage—which she did nearly every day—it was seldom to make a purely social call, for she was usually on a mission of some sort. It was customary for ministers’ wives to see to the needs of their husbands’ less fortunate parishioners, but the relentlessness with which Mrs. Smith carried out these visits to the ill and impoverished astounded everyone who knew her.

Elizabeth’s ministrations intensified just as her middle daughter reached the age where she could be a useful assistant. In the spring of 1751, when Abigail was six, an epidemic of diphtheria—known at the time as throat distemper—descended upon Weymouth. Over the next twelve months, it killed 150 of the town’s 1,200 residents—one in eight. Most of those carried off by the epidemic were children and teenagers, but numerous heads of families died, too, leaving their wives and children to fend for themselves. Nor was the diphtheria outbreak the only disaster that filled Weymouth and other Massachusetts towns with widows and orphans during the 1750s. In 1755, Great Britain and its American colonies were drawn into renewed conflict against their ancient nemesis, the empire of France. For some British colonists, especially in coastal towns such as Weymouth, the conflict, which came to be known as the French and Indian War, was a godsend. Massachusetts ship captains who were skillful and lucky enough to outrun the French men-of-war prowling the waters of the North Atlantic and the Caribbean could take advantage of wartime shortages to extract astronomical markups from their customers. A still riskier venture was to set out as a privateer—a government-sanctioned pirate preying on French merchantmen. The surest way to profit from the war was to secure a contract for supplying the troops, but those were only available to the well-connected.

Yet like most wars, this one resembled the pulleys that colonists used to draw water from their wells: there were buckets on both ends, and as one rose, the other fell. The French never came near Boston, but British expeditions against forts in New France and along the frontier killed thousands of colonial militiamen as well as British regulars. In 1755, the ministry back in London set its sights on capturing Fort St. Frédéric on Lake Champlain—the primary corridor between French Canada and the British North American colonies. Out went the call for volunteers, and at least nine Weymouth boys—spoiling for the chance to test their mettle against the French papists and to bring home some booty—rushed to enlist. Several of the Weymouth recruits were killed in the unsuccessful expedition, and others died of disease. During the next two years, another three dozen or so farmers and laborers from Weymouth participated in other ill-fated British operations. The string of failures culminated in 1757 in the massacre of the garrison of Fort William Henry at the head of Lake George in upstate New York (the subject of James Fenimore Cooper’s Last of the Mohicans). It would be another three years before the British finally conquered Canada.

Throughout the British colonies, but especially in eastern New England, the war’s capacity to generate misery overwhelmed public officials’ ability to relieve it. There were widows in Weymouth who might have died of hunger or cold had it not been for the assistance they received from Elizabeth Smith. Abigail often accompanied her mother on her charitable rounds. As the two of them rode from one house to the next, remaining with each widow only long enough to hand over their gifts and deflect the recipients’ immoderate expressions of gratitude, it surely occurred to her that Elizabeth was able to do these good deeds only because her own financial situation was comfortable. But neither of them could have imagined that for Abigail to exhibit the sort of benevolence that was second nature for her mother, she would need all the ingenuity she could muster.

William Smith’s comfortable financial situation had several sources. There was his income as parson—a scant resource, but a reliable one, since in those days taxpayers were required to support the Congregational (Puritan) church. Smith supplemented his salary by working his farm, but it seems likely that what really kept the family afloat was the property Elizabeth had received from her parents. One of William’s investments may surprise many modern observers: he purchased at least four slaves. When Abigail Adams put her ruminations on race and slavery into writing, which she did on numerous occasions, she was not dealing in abstractions but speaking from intimate personal experience.

 

William Smith had something in common with his father-in-law: an iron-willed insistence on not making enemies. In pursuit of this goal, Smith resolved, as John Quincy had, “never to speak ill of any Body.” He was more adventurous than his father-in-law, however. The advice he gave his daughter was not to keep her lips sealed (as her grandfather advised) but “To say all the handsome Things she could of Persons but no Evil.” It was a maxim that Smith inculcated with a passion that approached fanaticism. As an adult, Abigail recalled that whenever she and her brother and sisters “were going abroad” (on visits), even “if it was but to spend an Afternoon,” Parson Smith would detain them long enough to remind them to watch what they said. Whenever their friends’ and cousins’ conversations started to degenerate into gossip swaps, the Smith children were to steer the discussion back toward weightier matters—“to make Things rather than Persons the Subjects of Conversation.”

Still, an entry in the diary of a young attorney from Braintree, John Adams, indicates that Parson Smith was not always as reticent as he admonished his children to be. Adams was twenty-three in the summer of 1759, when he first described his feelings about the minister of Weymouth’s north parish. The young attorney’s primary criticism of Smith was that he was too critical—even of fellow clerics such as Adams’s own minister, Anthony Wibird. Smith “laughs at Parson Wibirds careless Air and Behaviour,” Adams claimed. Smith’s complaints about Wibird could be trivial indeed. For instance, he did not like the way Wibird chose to “Walk across the Room.” Nor was the Braintree minister the only target of Smith’s scorn. According to Adams, he criticized another man, a Mr. Macartney, for “his Conceit, his orthodoxy, his Ignorance.” At the time Adams was unaware of Parson Smith’s endeavors to prevent his children from ever speaking ill of others. Surely if he had known about those, his list of the preacher’s vices would have included hypocrisy. As it was, Adams considered Smith a “crafty designing Man,” and in his diary, he even leveled at the older man a charge that Puritans usually reserved for their archenemies, Catholic prelates. “Parson Smith,” he wrote, “has no small share of Priest Craft.”

So intense was Squire Adams’s animus against William Smith that some of the vitriol spilled over onto the parson’s two eldest daughters. Calling seventeen-year-old Mary and fourteen-year-old Abigail by their childhood names, Adams declared that “Polly and Nabby are Wits.” For Adams, that was no compliment, especially when the subjects were women—and young ones at that. Later in the same diary entry, Adams asked himself whether the Smith girls were “either Frank or fond, or even candid.” He already knew the answer: the two were “Not fond, not frank, not candid.” That comment opens up the possibility that his ill will toward these two young women was not simply a by-product of his antipathy for their father. In the eighteenth century, the word candid did not mean, as it does today, “blunt.” As Adams noted in the same diary entry, “Candor is a Disposition to palliate faults and Mistakes, to put the best Construction upon Words and Actions, and to forgive Injuries.” Perhaps the closest modern synonym would be nonjudgmental. Apparently the Smith girls had shown Adams their lack of candor by wittily passing judgment on something he had done or said. They had made fun of him. For a man whose defining sin was vanity, there could scarcely have been an unkinder cut. It seems likely that Mary and Abigail had cut Squire Adams down for putting on airs, since both had imbibed their grandmother’s contempt for all who did so. “It was a mercy to the World, some people were kept poor,” ran one of Elizabeth Quincy’s maxims, “since were they rich their haughtiness and insolence would be intollerable.”

 

Aside from the disastrous decisions that three of Abigail’s four children would make as adults, her greatest regret in life was her lack of education. Two distinct explanations for this deficit appeared in a letter she wrote one of her granddaughters a few years before her death. One of these focused on a flaw in the larger society; the other was much more personal. “I never was sent to any school,” Adams recalled. “I was always sick. Female education in the best of families went no further than writing and arithmetic.” Was the Smiths’ predominant motive for keeping their daughter out of school her chronic illness or the traditional belief that girls did not need or deserve formal instruction? At different points in her life, Adams seemed to offer conflicting answers to that question. In the year of her marriage, she thanked her uncle Cotton Tufts, a physician, for nursing her through many a childhood illness. As an adult, however, Adams became more and more convinced that her lack of schooling was primarily a result of sex discrimination.

A small number of academies in colonial Massachusetts did admit girls. They were so rare, though, that Abigail could only have attended one if Elizabeth and William Smith had been willing to send her away to school, which they were not. Undoubtedly the couple had imbibed societal prejudices against female education, but the reason they gave Abigail for not letting her attend school in some distant town—concern for her health—made perfect sense. Amid the waves of epidemics that swept through Massachusetts during Abigail’s childhood, the Smiths’ decision to end her schooling at a rudimentary stage may well have saved her life.

Abigail’s inability to obtain much in the way of formal instruction did not leave her uneducated. Fondly remembered amateur teachers showed her how to write well and think deeply. The first of these were her parents and, to an even greater extent, her grandmother, Elizabeth Quincy. “I have not forgotten the excellent lessons which I received from my grandmother, at a very early period of life,” Abigail would tell her daughter in 1795. “I frequently think they made a more durable impression upon my mind, than those which I received from my own parents.” One of Grandmother Quincy’s secrets, Abigail recalled, was her “happy method of mixing instruction and amusement together.” As Abigail matured, more and more of her education came from her peers, for she and her friends frequently read books and discussed them. They also exchanged numerous letters, not only trading gossip (although they did that, too) but making self-conscious efforts to teach and learn. Abigail cannot properly be described as self-taught, for she and her friends educated each other. The historian Laurel Ulrich has described the ministrations performed by early American women such as Martha Ballard, a midwife on the Maine frontier, as social medicine. Every community had its medical professionals such as Ballard, but numerous people, especially women, joined in the healing process. Something very similar happened in education. Networks of friends took responsibility for schooling each other. Even the well-to-do young men who benefited from the formal educational opportunities that were denied to Abigail often learned as much from their peers as from their teachers.

Only a small fraction of the teenaged Abigail’s letters survive, but they clearly reveal her use of friendly correspondence for “instruction and edification.” In an October 1761 missive to a recently married acquaintance named Hannah Lincoln, Abigail found a learned way to express affection. Hannah had previously extended an offer of friendship to Abigail, and her young friend responded by comparing Hannah’s offer to a famous one in Esther—one of only two books of the Bible named for women. “What is thy request?” Ahasuerus, the king of Babylon, asks his wife, Esther. Whatever it is, “it shall be performed, even to the half of the kingdom.” What Hannah had offered Abigail, the sixteen-year-old whimsically declared, was not half of her kingdom but half of her heart. Then a surprise: Abigail declined the offer, “lest your good man should find it out and challenge me.” In this context, the verb challenge had a very specific meaning in the eighteenth century. Abigail was expressing concern that her friend’s husband might challenge her to a duel.

She was joking, of course, but she persisted in portraying Bela Lincoln and herself as rivals. She wished for a place in Hannah’s heart, but she urged that it be “well guarded and fortified.” Otherwise, she wrote, “I shall fear being jostled out” by Hannah’s husband.

Two letters that the teenaged Abigail wrote to a younger cousin, Isaac Smith, Jr., also reveal a mind eager not only to acquire knowledge but to experiment with new ideas. In the first, written in 1762, she accepted the twelve-year-old Isaac’s invitation to correspond. Neither cousin disguised the fact that their intentions were as much educational as social, and Abigail reminded Isaac that this opportunity for mutual edification would not last forever. “In youth the mind is like a tender twig, which you may bend as you please,” she wrote, “but in age like a sturdy oak and hard to move.”

Another letter to Isaac Smith, written just a year later, showed how much Abigail had learned during that short period. She now possessed “some small acquaintance with the French tongue,” an accomplishment that she proceeded to demonstrate by enclosing a document she had translated from French into English. It had not been selected at random, and in fact her choice supplied the earliest evidence of Abigail’s lifelong preoccupation with the unique challenges faced by women. Back in 1703, Esther Wheelwright, a seven-year-old girl in the town of Wells in the district of Maine, then part of Massachusetts, was captured by Abenaki Indians and carried to the French province of Quebec. Some Indian captives were ceremonially tortured to death, others were ransomed by their friends and family or returned at the cessation of hostilities, and many were adopted as replacements for Indians who had recently died. Some, however, chose to join French colonial society, and Wheelwright was one of these. After living with the Abenakis for several years, she entered the Ursuline convent in Quebec City. In 1760, when the British conquered Canada, she was elected to the position of mother superior. It was a letter she had sent her nephew Joshua Moody back in Massachusetts that Abigail translated early in 1763.

Historians and biographers have long debated whether to describe Abigail Smith Adams as a feminist. Of course much depends on how that term, not invented until the late nineteenth century, is defined, but there is abundant evidence that throughout her adult life, Adams devoted a great deal of thought to women’s status. Some of her positions were radical and others were highly conventional, even conservative, but her passion for analyzing sex roles never left her. Her choice of Esther Wheelwright—as opposed to any of a host of male French writers, from Descartes to Rousseau, that she could have found in the Boston bookshops—was not the only indication that she had already taken an interest in women as women. After closing her note to her “affectionat Friend” Isaac, Abigail added a postscript wondering why Wheelwright had ended her own letter with the phrase votre serviteur rather than votre serveuse. Both phrases translate into English as “your servant,” but Abigail noted that serviteur, the term Wheelwright used, was “of the masculine Gender.” Why not serveuse? She went on to conjecture that “like all other Ladies in a convent, she chose to make use of the Masculine Gender, rather than the Feminine.” Actually, nuns did not use the masculine gender in referring to themselves, and we may never know why Adams thought they did.

Abigail’s letter to Isaac Smith also contained another, still subtler, indication of her interest in women’s status. The missive opened with praise for Smith’s “great proficioncy” in the French language. By contrast, Abigail herself had to admit to being “ill qualified for such an undertaking” as translating French into English. The comparison was less self-deprecating than it might seem, for she went on to remind Isaac that he had been “taught the French language by one of the greatest masters.” Taken in combination with her decision to translate a female author and the attention she devoted to Wheelwright’s masculine self-depiction, the contrast that Abigail drew between male and female educational opportunities marks the March 1763 letter to Isaac Smith as the earliest surviving documentation of a curiosity about, and concern for, gender identity that would become one of the hallmarks of her life. It is significant, too, that Abigail complained (albeit in a very subtle way) about women’s dearth of educational opportunities, for that was one specific aspect of women’s status to which she would return again and again.

The friend who did the most to help Abigail make up for her lack of formal schooling was Richard Cranch, who was paying court to her sister Mary. Abigail never forgot that Cranch was the first person who “put proper Bookes into my hands, who taught me to love the Poets and to distinguish their Merrits.” It was to him that she attributed “my early taste for letters; and for the nurture and cultivation of those qualities which have since afforded me much pleasure and satisfaction.” Born in Devon in southwest England in 1726, Cranch immigrated to Massachusetts in 1746. Before sailing he had received training in the manufacture of cards—the metal combs used to prepare wool for the spinning wheel—and that was the first trade he practiced in New England. During the 1750s he and his brother-in-law opened a glassworks in Braintree, but it failed, as did the partners’ later effort to manufacture candles from whale oil. When he met Mary, Richard was trying to earn his living making watches. That was not going well, either. Of all the people Abigail came to know closely, Cranch was probably the most inept at getting a living. At the end of December 1762, Richard’s good friend John Adams made a long entry in his diary ridiculing his business acumen. Adams observed that Cranch had recently set his mind on buying a chaise (carriage) that was “old, the Leather damnifyed thro careless Usage, the Wheels almost ruined, the spokes being loose &c.” Richard tried to get the seller to reduce his asking price but “could not beat him down.” Still, Cranch could not walk away from the deal. In trying to justify his decision to meet the seller’s price, he told John the man was “poor, and it would look like Ungenerosity or Narrowness of Purse to desire it for less.” Richard had been “headstrong” enough to proceed with the purchase in the face of John’s “repeated and enforced Advice” to give it up.

Adams reported that Cranch provided an even “worse Instance of his Tameness and Credulity” when buying a horse. The seller sang the animal’s praises, and “Cranch believed every Word he said.” The young watchmaker, John wrote, “was so secret about his Bargain, that he would not make it before me, who was then at his House but he must finish it, abroad, without Questioning the Horses Virtues or Abilities, or asking any Questions about the Price.” Not only was Cranch “fairly cheated in jockey language out of 50” pounds, Adams noted, but “his Buying the Horse was a Piece of ridiculous Foppery, at this Time,” since “he had no Occasion for one.”

What Cranch lacked in business sense he made up for as an amateur scholar. Self-trained in Latin, Hebrew, and Greek, he possessed an intense desire to share what he knew. Abigail could not have chosen a better tutor.

One reason Abigail spent so much time tagging along with Richard and Mary was that she had reached the age of seventeen without acquiring a beau—at least none that she was willing to acknowledge in response to a sly inquiry from Hannah Lincoln (who had once been courted by John Adams). To read Lincoln’s letter, Abigail replied, one would think that “sparks”—young men paying court—were “as plenty as herrings” around the Weymouth parsonage. Actually, there was “as great a scarcity of them as there is of justice, honesty, prudence, and many other virtues.” The normally self-effacing Abigail did not blame the dearth of suitors on any shortcomings of her own. “Wealth, wealth is the only thing that is looked after now,” Abigail wrote, and her parents would never be able to provide the sort of dowry that some of her friends would take to their marriages. Self-interest “governs the world,” she lamented.

It was a theme that would resound through Abigail’s life. Money did not buy happiness; she knew that. Yet nearly everyone around her acted as though it did. In order to accomplish what she wanted to do—even the little things, such as helping the poor, as her mother did—she was going to need a husband who was reasonably well-to-do. And that was just the problem, for most of the young men in her circle hoped to do what her own father had done: marry up.

 

On December 30, 1761, nearly fifteen years before serving on the committee that wrote the Declaration of Independence, John Adams wrote Mary Smith announcing that he planned to “foment Rebellion” against George III, the twenty-two-year-old who had just ascended to the British throne.

He was joking. By this time John was paying court to Mary’s sister Abigail, and the socially awkward attorney thought it would be clever to express his affection in the language of politics. He asked Mary to convey a message to Abigail: “I hear she’s about commencing a most loyal subject to young George—and altho my Allegiance has been hitherto inviolate I shall endeavour, all in my Power to foment Rebellion,” all with a view to transferring Abigail’s allegiance to himself. Adams’s talk of foreswearing his loyalty to George III was, of course, more prophetic than he knew. By the fall of 1761, British officials had begun trying to clamp down on American smugglers, but no one could have imagined that Parliament was going to try to tax the colonists, provoking riots in the streets of North America and eventually a revolution.

Nearly as extraordinary as John’s accidental prophecy was the complete reversal in his attitude toward seventeen-year-old Abigail. The disdain he expressed in the summer of 1759 had become, by the fall of 1761, an open avowal of affection. The process that changed his mind is somewhat mysterious, but not entirely so.


CHAPTER 2

“Miss Adorable”

1761–1764

Several factors conspired to transform John Adams’s early aversion to Abigail Smith into its opposite. He was more or less forced to get to know her better, since Richard Cranch, one of his best friends, spent several years courting Abigail’s sister Mary. Moreover, as John matured, he became increasingly aware that vanity was his potentially fatal flaw, and he began to see that he could use an intimate friend with both the capacity and the gumption to cut him down to size. That Abigail possessed both of these qualities had at first appeared unladylike, especially in one so young. Over time, however, her wit began to look more like “Saucyness”—the kind of spunk that a self-confident man like Adams could admire. Thus the very personality trait that had once alarmed him now proved a powerful attraction.

It did not hurt that Abigail Smith was becoming something of a beauty, with a “Dark complexion” and even darker hair and eyes. (Years later a British acquaintance joked that he had at first mistaken her for “an Egyptian.”) She was somewhat taller and more slender than her peers. Also, as she grew into adulthood, she learned to temper her wit with more traditional feminine virtues. Indeed, even as John began to enjoy his jousts with Abigail, he described her, in wholly conventional terms, as “prudent, modest, delicate, soft, sensible, [and] obliging” (but also “active”).

Abigail’s growing affection for John is more difficult to explain. She kept no diary, and few letters from her teenage years survive. By contrast, the sources from this period describe John’s personality in painstaking detail, and the portrait is not appealing. As his harsh assessment of Abigail’s father indicated, John was something of a misanthrope. And it was easy to see why. A modern social worker who worked up a file on the Adams family would assuredly conclude that it was dysfunctional. The parents often quarreled, and John and the other children were sometimes drawn into their disputes. In one such “conjugal Spat” (as John called it in his diary), the senior John Adams, who served on the governing board of the town of Braintree, decided duty compelled him to board two young women from broken homes who had become public charges.

“My Mamma was determined to know what my P[a] charged a Week for the Girls Board,” John noted in his diary. “P. said he had not determined.” The senior John Adams asked his wife what she thought would be a reasonable charge. “She absolutely refused to say,” his son reported in his diary. Yet she was determined to find out how much money her husband was going to bill the town treasury for housing the girls. “I will know if I live and breath,” she declared. In an apparent threat to scrutinize her husband’s financial records, Susanna reminded him, “I can read yet.” From there on the dispute was one-sided—at least as John reported it. “Why dont you tell me, what you charge?” Mrs. Adams demanded. “I wont have all the Towns Poor brought here, stark naked, for me to clothe for nothing. . . . [You] want to put your Girls over me, to make me a slave to your Wenches.” All of this took place before the eyes of the new arrivals. In his diary, John recorded the inevitable result: “the 2 Girls cryed.” At some point John’s father “resolutely asserted his Right to govern,” but it was clear that the nominal head of the household had long since lost control of it. In his diary John ruefully noted that “Passion, Accident, Freak, Humour, govern in this House.”

It must have been a relief to enter Harvard in 1751. When John graduated, religious doubts prevented him from complying with his father’s ambition for him to become a minister. He first tried his hand at school teaching, finding a position not in Braintree or even Boston but in Worcester, the seat of an agricultural county forty miles to the west. The boys made him more miserable than ever, so he read for the law and returned to Braintree to hang out his shingle. Given John’s troubled history, it was difficult for Abigail’s friends to discern what she saw in him. Only late in their long courtship did she begin to leave clues about how he had won her heart.

 

On November 25, 1762, Richard Cranch married Mary Smith in a ceremony presided over by William Smith. The groom was thirty-six, the bride twenty, an age gap that attracted less attention than it might today. After all, Parson Smith was fifteen years older than the bride’s mother. After the solemn ceremony, the men and women retired to different rooms to celebrate, as was the custom. Cotton Tufts, Elizabeth Quincy’s brother-in-law, regaled the men with one of his favorite “Matrimonial stories,” which John Adams dutifully recorded in his diary. On her wedding night, “B. Bicknal’s Wife . . . was very anxious, she feared, she trembled, she could not go to Bed. But she recollected she had put her Hand to the Plow and could not look back, so she mustered up her Spirits, committed her soul to G[od] and her Body to B. Bicknal and into Bed she leaped and in the Morning she was amazed, she could not think for her Life what it was that had scared her so.”

Meanwhile John pursued Abigail. As “a Lover of Literature,” Abigail recalled many years later, Adams “confirmd my taste, and gave me every indulgence that Books could afford.” There may be no better explanation for her attachment to him. Although he would never overcome his tendency toward pomposity and never really try, she did not hesitate to tease him mercilessly about it, and his ability to withstand this playful abuse persuaded her that his legendary self-confidence was the genuine article and not simply a blustering cover for deep-seated insecurity. Let other people call John haughty. Abigail was increasingly willing to apply to him precisely the same adjective he had used on her: saucy.

The couple’s earliest letters shed light not only on their developing love affair but on the principles and practices of eighteenth-century New England courtship. She and her friends had sometimes signed their letters with classical pen names, and the two lovers adopted the practice. Abigail was Diana, the goddess of the moon (and sometimes Jemima, one of Job’s legendarily beautiful daughters). John was occasionally Jonathan (which did not seem to show much imagination) or Philander, which meant lover of mankind and was presumably intended to be sarcastic, but more often Lysander, a Spartan statesman. During the first two and a half years of their courtship, from late 1761 through early 1764, Abigail’s letters expressed great affection, but usually in the modest terms that were appropriate for a young woman of her era. John’s were at once more exuberant and more awkward. One Saturday morning in August 1763, he reported to Abigail that the previous night he had “dreamed, I saw a Lady, tripping it over the Hills, on Weymouth shore, and Spreading Light and Beauty and Glory, all around her. At first I thought it was Aurora, with her fair Complexion, her Crimson Blushes and her million Charms and Graces. But I soon found it was Diana, a Lady infinitely dearer to me and more charming.”

John also expressed his fondness for Abigail in less bombastic ways, for instance by referring to her sister Elizabeth, six years her junior, as “my Daughter Betcy.” Only eight of the letters the two lovers exchanged before April 1764 survive, but it may be significant that among those, Abigail wrote two and John six.

One note John sent Abigail that spring contained language that, given the standards of the era and in particular the couple’s social position, bordered upon the indecent. “Patience my Dear!” he wrote. “Learn to conquer your Appetites and Passions!” Never mind that John was kidding around or that his advice was really directed to himself; it was inappropriate for a young man to say anything about his sweetheart’s capacity for lust. Trying both to express affection and to impress Abigail with his cleverness, John resorted to a variety of tropes and similes, some of which were a bit ham-fisted. He could not resist commercial metaphors. On October 4, 1762, he sent his love an “Order, or Requisition,” modeled on the ones used by merchants. It required her to give John “as many Kisses, and as many Hours of your Company after 9 O’Clock as he shall please to Demand and charge them to my Account.”

Other analogies that John drew were more conventional and less awkward. “Every experimental Phylosopher knows,” he told Abigail in February 1763, “that the steel and the Magnet or the Glass and feather will not fly together with more Celerity, than somebody And somebody, when brought within the striking Distance.” Although he had reached the age of twenty-six by the time they began courting and was nine years older than Abigail, John often displayed the painful self-awareness of a schoolboy pursuing a crush. In one three-page epistle, he repeatedly tripped over himself, interrupting his narrative of real-world events four times with references to the very letter he was in the process of writing.

Abigail rarely replied in kind to John’s verbal effusions. More circumspect, she preferred to express her feelings for him by worrying about his health. And yet there was passion in her prose. At a time when her sweetheart sometimes addressed her as “Miss Adorable,” she was more likely to begin her letters, “My Friend.” Today that is the sort of salutation that might open a form letter, but in the eighteenth century, friend conveyed considerable intimacy.

* * *

If there was a certain boldness in Abigail’s decision to proclaim herself John’s “friend,” it also appears that she was not above the occasional sexual tease. Once, after not spending the previous evening with John, she pretended to be glad they had been apart, since “we might, if we had been together, have been led into temptation.” When John arrived at that place in Abigail’s letter, he must have been astonished (and excited!) at her open avowal of passionate feelings for him—only to be deflated when she added, “I don’t mean to commit any Evil, unless setting up late, and thereby injuring our Health, may be called so.”

Some of the comments Abigail made to John conveyed obvious affection but were also meant to serve the subtler purpose of impressing him with the breadth of her reading. For instance, one Thursday afternoon in August 1763, she expressed her concern for his health using a classical reference. If the Roman orator Lucius Annaeus Seneca had only had himself to worry about, she said, he might not have tried to stay healthy. But Seneca was “careful and tender of his health” solely “for the sake of his Paulina” (his wife), and John ought to heed the example. For Abigail, the couple’s correspondence was a continuation of the epistolary education she and her young friends had been providing each other for years. One issue that interested her throughout her entire life was a new cultural movement known as sensibility. It was a difficult term to pin down, because it had so many meanings, but Abigail was interested in all of them. Among the synonyms for sensibility were taste and refinement. It was the ability to appreciate the subtler pleasures of life—a glass of Madeira, a Gainsborough portrait, a Mozart sonata. But sensibility was primarily concerned with human relationships. A “man of feeling” (this was the title of an influential novel published in 1771 by Henry Mackenzie) was constitutionally incapable of hearing about another person’s distress without being visibly affected.

In a sense the whole sensibility movement was a reaction against what John Locke had said about how human personalities form. In Locke’s view, every newborn baby is a blank slate, and whether children become sinners or saints depends entirely upon how they are raised—which was why he devoted so much thought to enumerating the virtues that parents should cultivate in their children. But during the eighteenth century, numerous thinkers—the best-known of them was Adam Smith, the future author of The Wealth of Nations—disputed Locke’s claims. They believed all human beings are born with an innate “moral sense” that all but forces them to sympathize with the joys as well as the sufferings of others. In his 1759 Theory of Moral Sentiments, Smith posited that everyone possesses “fellow feeling”—not just the ability to sympathize with other people’s joys and pains but the compulsion to do so. Abigail’s interest in sensibility was fueled by the sentimental novels of Samuel Richardson. She enjoyed his stories of women facing challenges to their virtue, for instance Clarissa and Pamela, but she actually learned the most from his Charles Grandison, published during her childhood. The title character of this seven-volume novel is an ideal man. Richardson’s critics found Grandison so perfect as to be unrealistic and uninteresting, but Abigail appreciated the novelist’s desire to create a model by which actual men could be judged. Near the end of her life, she pronounced Richardson a “master of the human heart” and affirmed that to him “was due whatever I possess[ed] of delicacy of sentiment or refinement of taste in my early and juvenile days.”

A fascination with sensibility pervades the letters Abigail wrote John during their courtship. In August 1763, her concern that her spark might be ill (he had not written her recently) occasioned her first use of an image, borrowed from Ecclesiastes, that she would return to several times in later life: the “threefold cord.” She and John were linked in three different ways, she said. Not only were they lovers and friends, but “Humanity obliges us to be affected with the distresses and Miserys of our fellow creatures”—even those with whom we are not personally acquainted. With this statement, Abigail placed herself squarely in the “moral sense” camp and in firm opposition to Locke’s contention that humans will only sympathize with the distress of others if trained to do so. (John wisely demonstrated his appreciation for Abigail’s trope by referring to it at the end of a letter he wrote her exactly eight months later, signing off as “your Admirer and Friend, and Lover.”)

During the French Revolution, Thomas Paine pronounced the era in which he lived the “Age of Reason,” and the term is often still applied. Yet the organ that sensibility celebrated was not the head but the heart. People were to be judged by whether they were hard-hearted—insensitive either to the pain or the joys of others—or impressionable. Exhorting men to be more soft hearted was asking them to be more feminine, for this was alleged to be one of women’s signature traits. Yet that was precisely what sensibility required—and what Abigail required of John. In April 1763, she broached the topic with an affectionate affirmation that their hearts “were both cast in the same mould.” There was one difference, however: John’s heart “was made, with a harder mettle, and therefore is less liable to an impression” than Abigail’s. When John read that his lover considered him more hard-hearted than herself, he may have considered this an entirely appropriate difference between a gentleman and a lady. Actually, though, Abigail was daring him to prove her wrong. Thus began a friendly contest that would last more than half a century.

 

There is a widespread modern misconception regarding the term Puritan. Today many people believe good Puritans abstained from all sensual pleasures, and certainly before marriage. Actually, the religious denomination now known as Congregationalist acquired the label “Puritan” for reasons that had nothing to do with moral purity in the modern sense. The movement arose in seventeenth-century England with the purpose of purifying the government-sanctioned Church of England of its Catholic vestiges; hence the name “Puritan.” Without letting go of the myth of the Puritans as puritanical, we cannot comprehend why John Adams and Abigail Smith caused barely a ripple when, in the fall of 1763, more than a year before they married, they took a trip together—apparently alone. No one is certain where they went, though a good possibility is Worcester, where the superior court traveled every autumn on its circuit through the province. Abigail described the jaunt in a letter to her friend Hannah Storer Green, who had married the previous year. That letter unfortunately does not survive, but much of its contents may be inferred from Green’s response.

Almost inevitably, traveling with John prompted Abigail to consider the similarities between a journey and a marriage. Green joked that she did not like Abigail’s simile, because roads can be bumpy, and she did not like the idea of being “jumbled into Married Life.” This was apparently a reference to couples who were forced to tie the knot when the woman became pregnant, and it led Green to more serious reflections on sexuality. In her letter Abigail had expressed irritation that her marriage to John had been so long postponed—apparently owing to Abigail’s parents’ doubts about John. Green sympathized with her frustration, since she and her husband had also been forced to delay their marriage. “I know of nothing more irksome than being just at the door of Bliss, and not being in a capacity to enter,” she told Abigail. One of the great disadvantages of being stuck at the threshold was that “every ill natured person” felt fully entitled to subject the unhappy couple to “some rude unpolished joke.” “They may call it wit, if they please,” Green told Abigail, “but I think it bears the name of shocking indecency: I’ve experienced it, and it galls me every time I think of it; but I desire to be thankfull that it is over with me, and that I am now happily rewarded, for what I then suffer’d.” Green was aware that the ribald stories did not stop when the couple finally set a wedding date. In fact, as John had noted in his report on the Smith-Cranch nuptials, the marriage celebration itself frequently proved a first-class opportunity for this particular form of torture. Green was probably being excessively optimistic when she told Abigail, “I hope your wedding-day will not be productive of such indelicacies.”

And when would that day come? By the early months of 1764, Abigail’s parents appear to have abandoned their objections to the match. But then two new obstacles arose. The first spoke volumes about the relationship Abigail and John had developed: they could not agree on a wedding date. Apparently John wanted to hold the ceremony in March, but Abigail favored May. Although the disagreement was genuine, both partners were prepared to treat it with levity. In fact, they resorted to the same device that neighbors often used to resolve property disputes, referring the matter to a third party, Hannah Green, for arbitration. Predictably, Green was not content just to help the couple set a date. First she asked the obvious question: why did John and Abigail not simply compromise on April? Was it “because you will neither of you condescend?” she asked. “If so, you are neither of you fit Subjects for Matrimony in my opinion.”

Green threatened to “leave you to marry when you can agree, and to enjoy your blessed Prerogative when you can, in Love, determine whose right it is” to decide on the date. Finally she relented, pronouncing April “a very salutary month for the purpose.” In the end Hannah’s opinion did not matter. At about the time Abigail and John referred their dispute to her, Boston was hit with an epidemic of smallpox—far and away the worst of the contagious diseases that periodically swept through early America. The 1764 outbreak infected 699 people in Boston, killing 124 of them. Some of the survivors went blind; many were horribly disfigured. For Abigail the danger was not too great, since she rarely traveled to Boston, but John often had to go there on business. As soon as the magnitude of the epidemic became clear, he decided he would have to be inoculated. If the operation was successful, it would give him lifetime immunity to the disease. On the other hand, in 1 percent of cases, smallpox inoculation killed the patient.


CHAPTER 3

“For Saucyness No Mortal Can Match Him”

1764

In modern times, most people in the world are immunized against smallpox by receiving a harmless cowpox virus. The practice in colonial Boston—first suggested by an African slave who had witnessed it in routine use in his home country—was to insert into the patient’s bloodstream a small quantity of the smallpox virus itself. The only way to obtain immunity to the disease was to deliberately contract a minor case of it. About one in every one hundred cases of self-inflicted infection proved fatal, but it was widely believed that inoculation patients could improve their odds by preparing themselves with a week of isolation, purgatives, and abstention from meat and dairy products. After a patient had been infected, he or she became a highly contagious carrier of the virus and therefore had to be quarantined for at least three weeks. This was the procedure that John Adams underwent in Boston in April 1764.

John’s preparation, inoculation, and quarantine isolated him from Abigail for more than a month just at the point when the two had hoped to marry. Painful as it was for the two lovers, the prolonged separation was a boon for modern readers, since, if we may judge from surviving letters, it led the couple to exchange more of them in April and May 1764 than they had during the previous two and a half years.

Within hours of drinking the ipecac that cleansed his system by inducing intense vomiting, John penned a note to Abigail that was designed to allay her anxieties—and at the same time to flaunt his bravery. “For many Years past, I have not felt more serenely than I do this Evening,” he wrote. Abigail was actually not as anxious for John as he expected. She knew there was a chance the operation could end up giving him a fatal dose of smallpox, but especially after a consultation with her uncle Cotton Tufts, a physician who was himself inoculated a few weeks ahead of John, she was convinced he was doing the right thing. In fact she wished she could have been inoculated, too. Unfortunately, though, her parents objected, and her mother was especially adamant. This imposition of parental authority on the nineteen-year-old Abigail was an irksome reminder that she was stuck in a sort of limbo. For a young woman in colonial America, marriage was anything but liberating, since it gave her husband nearly total power over her, but numerous girls in her situation were nonetheless impatient to escape their parents’ yoke and choose their own masters. Even Cotton Tufts’s decision to be inoculated created tension between his sister-in-law and his niece. In a letter to Tufts, Abigail reported a mother-daughter dispute about the danger he faced, concluding, “My Mother makes bugbears sometimes, and then seems uneasy because I will not be scared by them.”

For Abigail, this was an old story. Time and again, Elizabeth Quincy Smith had exhibited excessive anxiety about her children’s health. Once she had even prohibited Abigail from attending the biggest event on the Massachusetts social calendar, the commencement ceremony at Harvard, because she was suffering from a minor illness. On the other hand, Smith’s anxiety regarding smallpox inoculation did produce one positive result for Abigail. It softened her mother’s feelings toward John. In a letter to her sweetheart, Abigail described a brief exchange with Elizabeth. “My Mamma has just been up, and asks to whom I am writing,” Abigail told John. “I answerd not very readily. Upon my hesitating—Send my Love say’d she to Mr. Adams, tell him he has my good wishes for his Safty.”

Although Abigail did not worry too much about the danger John faced, she did show her concern for him by harrying him to follow the doctors’ orders, which she feared he would fail to do. John was skeptical about some of the physicians’ recommendations—especially their injunction to stop eating meat a week before the operation—and Abigail conspired with her uncle Tufts to conquer his resistance. On April 2, she was able to report to Tufts that John was saying, “if he was to follow his own judgment, he should not go into the method prescribed, but since his Friends advise other ways he will Submit.” Abigail urged Tufts to press his advantage, advising John to show the same humility in other situations. By yielding to his friends’ judgment on the matter of inoculation, John set “a good example,” Tufts should tell him, “and if you value your own happiness you will in many cases follow it.”

This is the sort of innocent plotting that is common enough within married couples, and it showed that John and Abigail were increasingly treating each other as spouses. Another indicator was that by this time they no longer had any compunction about opening each other’s mail. When her uncle Tufts gave Abigail a sealed letter to pass on to John, she was happy to do so, but she confessed to Tufts that she “had the curiosity to unfold” it first. She felt justified in peeping into the note, since, as she told Tufts, “he serves me so sometimes.” But in this case she wished she had resisted temptation, because the letter contained language that was “not very delicate”—perhaps gruesome details regarding Bostonians who were dying of smallpox. “The thought of it makes me Squemish,” she told her uncle. Tufts could spare no sympathy for Abigail. “I never design’d that You should have open’d Pandora’s Box, as such it seem’d to be to You,” he told her. “All I can say upon the Affair is that if your delicate Stomach receiv’d a gentle Heave, You must comfort yourself with the trite saying ‘Pay for Peeping.’”

On Friday, April 13, John traveled from Braintree to Boston. Scarcely had he settled in at his uncle’s house, which was serving as a temporary smallpox hospital, when the doctor arrived. An incision was made in his arm, and then the surgeon placed a thread contaminated with smallpox in the wound. That was it. “The Doctors, having finished the Operation and left Us, their Directions and Medicines, took their Departure in infinite Haste, depend on’t,” John reported to Abigail later that day. For him it was all over but the waiting. If everything went according to plan, pustules would erupt on his skin in the next few days—but only a few of them.

The couple’s long and unexpected separation during John’s inoculation showed just how much the two of them had come to rely upon the labor of Tom, one of her father’s three slaves. Tom transported letters between the two lovers, and when John asked to borrow some books from the Smith library to while away his hours of enforced leisure, it was Tom who carried those, too. Parson Smith also offered to have Tom bring John’s horse, which would be useless to him while he was under quarantine, back to Braintree for him. Once John had received his inoculation, each of his letters had to be smoked twice—once before being sent and again upon arrival at the Smith parsonage—in order to prevent Abigail from being exposed to the virus. In Weymouth, Tom was given the responsibility of smoking the letters. Abigail was not altogether pleased with her slave’s workmanship, and she urged John to enclose his “Letters in a cover, but seal only the out side, Tom makes bungling work opening them, and tares them sadly.”

The records do not indicate whether Tom had already survived a bout with smallpox, which would have granted him lifetime immunity. It seems likely that he had, since even the most heartless slaveholder would not want his human chattel to contract a disease that could so easily be passed on to others.

 

John’s extended quarantine drove his relationship with Abigail to an important milestone. In a series of three letters she sent him over the course of five days early in his confinement, Abigail revealed to John, as she already had to her cousin Isaac Smith the previous year, that she had an abiding interest in the status of women. She was intrigued by everything from men’s attitudes toward women to the allegedly innate differences between the two sexes. On April 15, Abigail noted that John’s doctors had told him that while recovering from his inoculation, he could participate in a variety of sedate activities, from card playing to checkers. Yet he had been admonished not to write letters, and this prohibition aroused Abigail’s suspicions. Why would the doctors allow John to engage in idle amusements but not to write his sweetheart? “It may be [that] those who forbid you cannot conceive that writing to a Lady is any amusement,” she wrote; “perhaps they rank it under the Head of drudgery, and hard Labour.”

The reality, of course, was that John had been prohibited from sending mail to anyone, male or female. It seems likely that Abigail was picking a friendly fight simply for John’s amusement. Even if that is the case, however, her whimsical complaint indicated that she also harbored more serious concerns about men’s attitudes toward women. In the end John ignored the doctors’ advice (which was probably intended for the protection not of the patients but of their correspondents) and continued writing Abigail—often every day—being careful to smoke the letters once himself and to enjoin her to have Tom smoke them again. “Did you never rob a Birds nest?” Abigail asked her fiancé one Friday evening after receiving one of these notes.“Do you remember how the poor Bird would fly round and round, fearful to come nigh, yet not know how to leave the place—just so they say I hover round Tom whilst he is smokeing my Letters.”

The day after complaining about the doctors’ ban on “writing to a Lady,” Abigail again brought up her sex. “I wonder I write to you with so little restraint,” she said, “for as a critick I fear you more than any other person on Earth.” The big surprise for Abigail was that nothing about John other than his critical skills intimidated her. “Dont you think me a Courageous Being[?]” she asked him. “Courage is a laudable, a Glorious Virtue in your Sex, why not in mine?” Thus in the course of a two-day period in April 1764—twelve years before composing her famous “Remember the Ladies” letter—Abigail had (playfully, to be sure) denounced not only the men who claimed intellectual superiority over women but also those who saw intrepid women as unfeminine. It would be a mistake, however, to depict her as an unrelenting champion for women. Indeed, the same letter where she defended women’s right to show valor took a turn toward the silly further down the same page, prompting Abigail to pronounce it “a right Girls Letter.” And three days later, when John impatiently pressed Abigail for a morsel of gossip she had promised him, she replied, “Why my good Man, thou hast the curiosity of a Girl.”

Some people have an uncanny ability to take a bird’s-eye view of social situations—to see conversations and relationships from the perspective of a detached observer. Abigail Smith not only possessed that skill, she had something like a compulsion to use it. And the topic that most frequently called forth her observational abilities was the relationship not just between individual men and women but between the male and female genders.

Smith’s growing awareness of women’s inferior status did nothing to diminish her fondness for the man in her life, and during John’s quarantine the gap between his effusively affectionate letters and her more restrained replies began to close. Yet Abigail continued to express her feelings for John using language that was designed in part to impress him with her learning. A week after he was inoculated and two weeks after their separation, Abigail emphasized her yearning for him with a reference to the prophet Muhammad’s winged horse. At night, she said, “I no sooner close my Eyes than some invisible Being, swift as the Alborack of Mahomet, bears me to you.” The letters that Abigail and John exchanged during his quarantine also brim with gossip. As the first comments that John Adams had written in his diary about Abigail’s father back in 1759 had indicated, John had already, by the age of twenty-four, acquired a personality trait more commonly associated with much older men. He could be crotchety. He took much less pleasure from celebrating his neighbors’ virtues than from painstakingly dissecting their faults. And he subjected himself to the same treatment. For instance, in an August 1762 diary entry he browbeat himself for neglecting his “Reading, Thinking [and] Writing.” “Have I totally renounced all three?” he asked.

On the surface Abigail was just the opposite: cheerful and inclined to overlook people’s flaws while highlighting their virtues. Yet even she was susceptible to the temptation to pass on the latest piece of mildly malicious gossip. The raft of letters that the couple exchanged during John’s quarantine—all of them carried by the slave Tom or some other courier in whose discretion Abigail and John trusted implicitly—gave them an irresistible opportunity to poke fun at their friends without much danger of being discovered. Abigail enjoyed this exchange of rumors as much as John did—indeed, it was she who started it—but she limited herself to gentle pokes at her friends’ most minor flaws. Anyone who tried to inflict deeper wounds risked throwing her into an aggressively defensive posture, as John would shortly discover to his great regret.

 

Abigail’s long separation from John appears to have intensified her resentment against the parents who had done so much to prevent their marriage. In an April 16 letter to her sweetheart, she started to say something about her mother but then interrupted herself: “I have lately been thinking whether my Mamma—when I write again I will tell you Something.” Four days later, John was at the peak of his contagiousness, yet she confessed that she was inclined to come visit him anyway. “But my own inclinations must not be followed—to Duty I sacrifice them,” she wrote. She was talking not about her obligation to avoid infection but her filial duty to her overly cautious mother. Frustration at Elizabeth’s rules caused Abigail to begin writing John an extremely cruel sentence about her, but she once again interrupted herself just in time: “O my Mamma forgive me if I say, you have forgot, or never knew—but hush.” Recollecting herself, Abigail not only stifled this unkind reflection (although she knew John was smart enough to fill in the blank) but broke her earlier promise to disclose a piece of unflattering information about her mother. “Excuse me that something I promis’d you,” she now wrote him, “since it was a Speach more undutifull than that which I Just now stop’d my self in.”

By late April, it was clear that John was going to survive his inoculation. Indeed, on the twenty-sixth, he was able to tell Abigail (in a pun on his own surname), “None of the Race of Adam, ever passed the small Pox, with fewer Pains, Achs, Qualms, or with less smart than I have done.” With his decision to be inoculated so thoroughly vindicated, he sent his lover his harshest-ever criticism of her parents. “I join with you sincerely in your Lamentation that you were not inoculated” as well, he wrote. “Parents must be lost in Avarice or Blindness, who restrain their Children” from receiving this lifelong blessing. Although he did not directly claim that Elizabeth and William Smith had denied their daughter the opportunity to undergo the operation because of the (admittedly high) cost, his use of the word avarice hearkened back to an accusation he had scratched into his diary five years earlier. “Parson Smith . . . conceals his own Wealth, from his Parish, that they may not be hindered by knowing it from sending him Presents,” Adams had written during the summer of 1759. These two bits of evidence, fragmentary though they are, suggest that the real reason the Smiths did not want Abigail to marry John was that they were holding out hope that she would, like her father, marry money. Even if that was not the actual source of their objection to the match, John clearly thought it was.

 

Abigail’s long separation from John during his smallpox quarantine got her thinking about their relationship, and on April 30, as he was about to be released, she shared some of her reflections. She began by describing a scene she had witnessed the previous day. “A Gentleman and his Lady”—most likely Abigail’s aunt Lucy Tufts and her husband Cotton—were reunited after a long separation.

“How do ye,” said the gentleman.

“How do ye,” his wife replied.

The couple exchanged “a Smile, and a good naturd look.” And that was it. Abigail was appalled that this “tender meeting” (as she derisively called it) provoked so little emotion from either partner. “Upon my word I believe they were glad to see each other,” she wrote. Abigail was obviously thinking about her own impending reunion with John. Using their pen names, she wondered “whether Lysander, under like circumstances could thus coldly meet his Diana, and whether Diana could with no more Emotion receive Lysander.” “I dare answer for a different meeting on her part,” she concluded. No record of John and Abigail’s reunion exists, but if John somehow failed to catch his fiancée’s hints, he had only himself to blame.

Smith used the same letter to draw Adams’s attention to some of his faults. To soften the blow she employed the conventional device of relating another person’s analysis of him instead of her own. She did not identify her source or even state whether it was a he or a she, and this person was probably her own invention. The mystery person’s commentary on John began with a compliment. It was not merely good luck that had prevented him from catching a more virulent case of smallpox during his inoculation. He had withstood the distemper “like an oak.” Yet John’s sturdiness, so advantageous to his health, was a shortcoming in social situations, according to the person whom Abigail quoted. “I did expect this purgation of Lysander would have set us on a level and have renderd him a Sociable creature,” he or she declared during John’s recovery. But that did not happen. Far from being reduced to whining misery, he persevered, remaining “as haughty as ever.” According to Abigail’s source, John’s arrogance did not simply indicate a lack of sensibility (although that was bad enough). It was also intimidating. The source claimed Adams’s “intolerable forbiding expecting Silence” made it “imposible for a Stranger to be tranquil in your presence.” Contrasting John to Charles Grandison, the title character of the Samuel Richardson novel, he or she noted that whereas Grandison “call’d forth every one’s excellencies,” John’s presence was so daunting that the people he conversed with could not even think straight. “Never was a thought born in Lysanders presence,” her source claimed.

Abigail was careful to distance herself from the person she quoted. “As to the charge of Haughtiness,” she told him, “I am certain that is a mistake, for if I know any thing of Lysander, he has as little of that in his disposition, as he has of Ill nature.” The claim that John intimidated people was another matter, “for by experience I know it to be true.” Indeed, she had always found him daunting, but she had “thought I had reasons by myself to account for it, and knew not that others were affected in the same manner.” For Abigail, it was a relief to learn that she was not the only one John intimidated, but that did not solve the problem. “To this day I feel a greater restraint in your Company, than in that of allmost any other person on Earth,” she told him. It was something about his physical presence, she said, because she felt no such trepidation about communicating her thoughts to him in writing. Sometimes admitting to a person that you find it difficult to speak intelligently in his or her presence only aggravates the discomfort. But for Abigail, clearing the air produced salutary results, enabling her to conclude her discussion of John’s allegedly intimidating personality by demanding, in the boldest possible terms, “What say you to that charge?” Then she wrapped up the letter on a softer note, levying a new accusation that was much more whimsical. “I expect you [to] clear up these matters, without being in the least saucy,” she wrote, adding that she knew this would be a tall order for John, since “for Saucyness no Mortal can match him, not even His Diana.”

John retaliated in kind against his fiancée’s enumeration of his faults, giving her a “Catalogue of your Faults, Imperfections, Defects, or whatever you please to call them.” Nearly all the “Defects” he described were actually virtues. She had been “extreamly negligent” in failing to devote countless hours to playing cards, and she had a nasty “Habit of Reading, Writing and Thinking,” which was particularly “inexcusable in a Lady.” This last “Defect” was not only a compliment but an especially welcome one, since it reminded Abigail that John appreciated in her the very qualities that more conventional men considered unfeminine. Indeed, “Reading, Thinking [and] Writing” were the same three pursuits that, two years earlier, John had browbeat himself for neglecting. These blandishments disguised as disparagement made for a rather conventional love letter, but John considerably dampened the force of his compliments by interspersing them with what appeared to be genuine criticism. “You very often hang your Head like a Bulrush,” he told Abigail, and “You do not sit, erected as you ought, by which Means, it happens that you appear too short for a Beauty, and the Company looses the sweet smiles of that Countenance and the bright sparkles of those Eyes.” Abigail was also guilty of “sitting with the Leggs across. This ruins the figure and the Air, this injures the Health.” Another of her faults was “walking, with the Toes bending inward.” She was, in other words, “Parrot-toed.”

In her reply, Abigail made it clear that she understood that much of her sweetheart’s criticism was actually praise, and she declined to offer a point-by-point rebuttal. By contrast, each of his serious complaints, no matter how minor, received a specific reply. She promised to work on her singing, attributing her previous failure to cultivate this talent (which John had censured) to having “a voice harsh as the screech of a peacock.” To John’s assertion that she should not cross her legs, Abigail replied, “I think that a gentleman has no business to concern himself about the Leggs of a Lady.”

 

For Smith as well as Adams, one of the more pleasurable aspects of the couple’s conversations and correspondence was the verbal digs they took at their friends and acquaintances. It delighted John that this minister’s daughter was not too prim to join in some of the rumormongering that was generally reserved to spouses or same-sex friends. Indeed, it pleased him a little too much, because on the last day of September 1764, scarcely a month before they were due to marry, he got carried away. He launched into a malicious verbal assault on one of their mutual friends. Adams did not name the man, but Smith knew who he was, because the criticism was painfully specific. “The other Evening,” John reported while she was up in Boston visiting her aunt and uncle, “a certain Gentleman” (possibly his friend Richard Cranch, who was Abigail’s brother-in-law) entertained a large company that apparently included ladies with his “Wit, Humour, smut [and] Filth.” “Do you wonder, my Dear,” he asked,

 

why that Gentleman does not succeed in Business, when his whole study and Attention has so manifestly been engaged in the nobler Arts of smutt, Double Ententre, and Mimickry of Dutchmen and Negroes? I have heard that Imitators, tho they imitate well, Master Pieces in elegant and valuable Arts, are a servile Cattle. And that Mimicks are the lowest Species of Imitators, and I should think that Mimicks of Dutchmen and Negroes were the most sordid of Mimicks. If so, to what a Depth of the Profound have we plunged that Gentlemans Character.

 

Adams sensed that this diatribe had crossed the line, and he made a lame attempt to disarm Abigail’s objections. Turning his critical blade back upon himself, he allowed that he was becoming “the most insufferable Cynick, in the World. I see nothing but Faults, Follies, Frailties and Defects in any Body, lately.” He knew, why, too: it was his long separation from her during her sojourn in Boston. “My soul and Body have both been thrown into Disorder, by your Absence,” he wrote. “But you who have always softened and warmed my Heart, shall restore my Benevolence as well as my Health and Tranquility of mind. You shall polish and refine my sentiments of Life and Manners, banish all the unsocial and ill natured Particles in my Composition.” Thus had John artfully turned from abusing their mutual friend to criticizing himself to complimenting Abigail on possessing an abundance of one of her own favorite virtues: benevolence.

She did not fall for it, and the abuse that John heaped on their friend infuriated her. True, she had willingly joined him in good-natured lampoons of various acquaintances, but this time he had gone too far. She may have been offended by John’s attempt to associate the unnamed gentleman with “Dutchmen” (Braintree had a large German population) and (even worse) “Negroes.” More likely, it was the cruel pleasure he took in the man’s failure in business. Your comments “really discomposed me,” she informed him. Using a medical analogy, she said it distressed her to see “a corosive applied when a Lenitive”—a soothing ointment—“would have answerd the same good purpose.” John’s attempt to palliate his rant by mocking his own cynicism had just the opposite effect. It reminded Abigail that the man to whose authority she was about to commit herself had, along with his many harmless foibles, one great flaw. For all the abuse he heaped upon himself, he was a proud man, and he felt fully entitled to pass harsh judgment on other people. Replying to the diatribe as cheerfully as she could, she observed that “I have drawn a lesson from that which will be useful to me in futurity, viz. never to say a severe thing because to a feeling heart they wound to deeply to be easily cured.”

Abigail was evidently thinking about her future in another sense as well. Breaking off their wedding engagement was the furthest thing from her mind, but she could not help wondering anew whether she would really be happy spending the rest of her life with a man who could be so arrogant and cruel. John had expected her to be flattered by his prediction that during their marriage she would restore his benevolence and polish his sentiments. Abigail was a great believer in the power of fellow feeling, and in almost any other context, being portrayed as a paragon of sensibility would have pleased her. But it was daunting to learn that her fiancé had invested her with the responsibility of keeping his cynicism at bay. Still, if this was the hand fate had dealt her, she would play it as well as she could, and she reminded John (as she would many times in the future) of the old saying that “the phylosopher who laught at the follies of mankind [passed] thro’ life with more ease and pleasure, than he who weept at them, and perhaps did as much towards a reformation.” She also told him how much his harsh comments had hurt her feelings, concluding, “I have only mentiond it, that when ever there is occasion a different method may be taken.”

If John wrote a response to this letter, it does not survive, and the whole affair seems to have been forgotten as the couple prepared for a late October wedding. The hiring of servants might normally have fallen to Abigail’s share, but John pitched in (probably because she was in Boston for so long), interviewing several local girls, even though his own preference was for a servant from farther away, who would not be tempted to make frequent trips home. In the end two servants were hired. One, Rachel Marsh, was described by John as “a clever Girl, and a neat one.” The question of who the other servant would be was not so easily resolved. John named several possibilities but then mentioned an African American named Judah. She was one of the two young women from broken families who had boarded with the Adamses at public expense—despite the vehement initial objections of John’s mother. Apparently Susanna Adams had changed her mind about Judah, retaining her as a servant even after the death of John’s father in 1761. On the other hand, Susanna had no occasion for Judah’s services during the winter of 1764–1765, so she proposed that the newlyweds take her on until the following spring, when John’s mother would need her back. By then, surely, John and Abigail would find someone better.

Apparently no one thought to consult Judah on the matter. For her part, Abigail had spent enough time with Judah to know that she did not like her. Racial prejudice may have contributed to this attitude but could not have been its only source, since she had never had any compunction about being served by her father’s slaves. Abigail did not want to cross the formidable Susanna Adams. After all, she was still living at the house where she had raised John—her second son, Peter Boylston Adams, had inherited the property from his father three years earlier—and it was right next to the home John had inherited at the same time, the one where Abigail and John would live after they married. Moreover, John had indicated that Judah could be had more cheaply than any of the respectable farmers’ daughters he had interviewed. And as he told his fiancée in a September 30 letter, “Parcimony is a virtue that you and I must study.” That settled the matter. Although John had offered to “submit to any Expence, for your Ease and Conveniency that I can possibly afford,” Abigail knew better than to give any hint of extravagance right here at the start of the marriage. Replying to John’s offer on October 4, she surrendered gracefully, using the same words he had chosen, only rearranging the order. “I am very willing to submit to some inconveniences in order to lessen your expences,” she wrote, “tho you know I have no particuliar fancy for Judah yet considering all things, and that your Mamma and you seem to think it would be best to take her, I shall not at present look out any further.” This was not an unconditional surrender, for with the qualifying phrase “at present,” Abigail reserved the right to revisit the matter if she and Judah could not get along.
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