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THE LETTERS OF JOHN AND ABIGAIL ADAMS

JOHN ADAMS, lawyer, writer, diplomat, was born in 1735 in Braintree, Massachusetts. He was a delegate from Massachusetts to the First and Second Continental Congresses, where he played a key role in creating a constituency for American independence from Great Britain. He served on the committee that drafted the Declaration of Independence and other important Congressional committees, including the Board of War and Ordnance, where his labors were crucial for supporting the military struggle. Between 1778 and the signing of a peace treaty with Great Britain in 1783, he was a diplomat in Europe, where his greatest success was in gaining from the Netherlands both recognition of the new United States and much-needed loans. Subsequently he served as George Washington’s vice-president and as the second president of the United States. He died on July 4th, 1826.

 

ABIGAIL SMITH ADAMS was born in 1744 in Weymouth, Massachusetts. She was educated at home but read widely and deeply both as a young woman and throughout her life. During her husband’s nearly eleven-year absence from home, she cared for an extended family, managed the family farms, and carried on an extensive correspondence with her husband and her friends. She was also an important supporter and advisor to her husband during his years in the national government. She died in 1818.

 

FRANK SHUFFELTON is a professor of English and American literature at the University of Rochester. His other publications include Thomas Hooker, 1586-1647 (1977); Thomas Jefferson: A Comprehensive Annotated Bibliography of Writings About Him, 1826-1980 (1983); Thomas Jefferson, 1981-1990: An Annotated Bibliography (1992); ed., A Mixed Race: Ethnicity in Early America (1993); ed., The American Enlightenment (1993); and the Penguin Classics edition of Thomas Jefferson’s Notes On the State of Virginia (1998).
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Introduction




I

Among the celebrations in 1876 of the centennial of American independence, Charles Francis Adams offered under the title of  Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife Abigail Adams, During the Revolution this collection of letters exchanged between his grandparents from 1774 to 1783. Charles Francis Adams had behind him a distinguished career as a politician and diplomat, but he had also become in effect the self-designated historian of the Adams family. In 1840 he had published a collection of Abigail Adams’s letters that was sufficiently popular to get a fourth edition before the decade was out. He then edited and published between 1851 and 1856 a ten-volume collection of the writings of John Adams that continues to be an authoritative source for material not yet reedited in the ongoing Adams Papers project. When in 1876 he brought together in a single volume letters written by both Abigail and John, he claimed they would supplement “the materials for a history of action [with] those for one of feeling.”

As Charles Francis Adams saw it, the American Revolution had typically been portrayed in terms of the great men like Patrick Henry, James Otis, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and Samuel Adams who were thought to have made it. But such accounts overlooked the “moral principle in the field, to the power of which a great majority of the whole population of the colonies, whether male or female, old or young, had been long and habitually trained to do homage.”1 The failure of American historians in the one hundred years since independence to recognize the “moral principle” behind the Revolution was connected,  in Adams’s view, to the failure to recognize the contributions of the Adams family to the continuing project of American liberty. The centennial year of independence offered an apt occasion for once again trying to set the record straight by recentering the historiography of the Revolution on character, both private and public.

Charles Francis was carrying on a campaign for recognition that his grandfather had begun in the years after he returned home to Braintree, Massachusetts, in 1801, defeated in his candidacy for a second term as president. John Adams began writing an autobiography in 1802, although he gave up work on it in 1807 and never published it, and in 1809 he began a series of combative newspaper essays in the Boston Patriot that were intended to defend his actions in public office. John Adams was always sensitive to criticism, perhaps because he thought that only his sense of his own honor could uphold him in a world where advantages of birth and wealth seemed to count most.

Difficult to bear were the partisan attacks during his presidency, but he was particularly embittered by Alexander Hamilton’s 1800 Letter . . . concerning the Public Character and Conduct of John Adams, Esq. that claimed to show “great and intrinsic defects in his character, which unfit him for the Office of Chief Magistrate.”2 Adams’s ire was further raised in 1805 when his old friend Mercy Otis Warren published her three-volume history of the American Revolution. Warren was a Jeffersonian in politics, and her critical portrayal of Adams led him into a heated, angry series of letters upbraiding her and her history. Attacked from one side for not being sufficiently Federalist and from the other for being a supposed defender of monarchy, Adams’s sense of being misunderstood led him into continued defenses of his character and actions, but it also caused him to take particular care in organizing and preserving his papers.

John Quincy Adams used these resources when he began to write a biography of his father, but he was diverted from this project by his own concerns in the United States Congress. After failing, like his father, to be reelected to a second term as president, John Quincy returned to Washington as a representative from Massachusetts. Speaking out against slavery and the efforts of both Southern and Northern representatives in Congress to  prevent any discussion of the issue placed him in a position similar to the one his father had sometimes claimed for himself, the lonely upholder of virtue and right. It remained for John Quincy’s son, Charles Francis Adams, to establish the grounds for regarding his grandparents as being at the moral center of the American Revolution if not its ideological center.3 Charles Francis Adams claimed in the introduction to his 1876 edition of Familiar Letters that the moral principle of liberty energizing patriots in the field and in “the senate” was grounded in “the sentiment that pervaded the dwellings of the entire population.” The tendency to see the history of the American Revolution in terms of mythicized heroes underestimated the extent to which they articulated the sentiments of ordinary people, and at the same time it privileged the workings of the head over the “workings of the heart,” which motivated revolutionary action and national unity.

In the letters of Abigail and John Adams, their grandson sought to find the secret spirit behind the Revolution, the real motivating force that energized a people to desire a new national order. By linking the correspondence of John, who was at the center of the debates in the Continental Congress leading up to declaring independence, and Abigail, who was at home managing the family farm in Braintree while caring for four young children, Charles Francis found a ready-made link between the “home sentiment” of many American households and the larger scenes of debate and discourse in the public sphere. John, the revolutionary leader and eventual president, could reveal himself as a caring husband and father at heart, and Abigail, an archetypal republican mother, could demonstrate her mastery of business affairs, political observation, and cultural breadth. The private person in the home could correspond to the public person in “the senate,” and their complementary qualities and voices could reaffirm a supposed American consensus between private citizens and their elected leaders.

This was an appropriately celebratory, patriotic gesture for someone writing in 1876, and it was perhaps an even more necessary one at the moment when Reconstruction was ending amid efforts to paper over the recent episode of violent dissent, the Civil War. Furthermore, by recognizing that the genuine “home sentiment” of the Revolution so much depended “upon the female portion of the people” and by giving Abigail Adams an equal voice with that of her more famous husband, Charles Francis Adams made available his grandmother’s progressive attitudes about women’s rights to a generation struggling with this issue.4 The Adams family’s understanding of the American Revolution was not merely an exercise in genealogical vanity but a serious contribution to the ongoing discussion of the Revolution’s meaning that is still relevant for us today.

A number of paradoxes, however, complicate Charles Francis Adams’s attempt to represent his grandparents as American Everypersons, beginning perhaps with the sense that it is difficult to think of Abigail and John Adams as merely ordinary people. They played unusual roles in the public life of the nation, and even as a so-called founding father John Adams stood out as a person who was as likely to differ with his friends and political allies as with his opponents. Only persons with the rich personalities and considerable abilities such as both John and Abigail possessed could, after all, perform the complex signification Charles Francis Adams required of them. But that was also just the point. The Adams family story of John and Abigail’s distinguished contributions to the nation was in Charles Francis’s hands also a story about the triumph of democracy in America, as talent and virtue lifted his grandparents, particularly his grandfather, above relatively humble beginnings.




II

John Adams’s origins were respectable enough but not above the middling sort in the Massachusetts of 1735, when he was born. However, his father, another John Adams, a shoemaker and farmer in Braintree, and his mother, Susanna Boylston Adams, had ambitions for themselves and for their eldest son. The elder John Adams served fourteen terms as a deacon in his church and was elected as a Braintree selectman nine times, in addition to serving at various times as a militia officer, tax collector, and tithingman. Susanna Adams, a strong-minded person, managed the household with an eye toward enhancing the family’s reputation and standing in their community.

John and Susanna Adams were determined to give the young John a good education, even though he at first was a reluctant student and insisted he wanted only to be a farmer. His father refused to entertain that possibility—he was determined that young John would become a minister—and under the guidance of Joseph Marsh, his second schoolmaster, young John discovered a taste for books and learning. In eighteen months he was ready to be tested for admission to Harvard, where he was admitted in the middle rank of the class of 1755. (The standing of a pupil’s family determined class rank at the time of admission; thus Adams’s position in his class reflected his father’s middling position in the community.) In college Adams pursued his love for books and study but also discovered the pleasures of social life, leading to a realization that he had no desire for the ministry. After graduation, he taught school in Worcester, Massachusetts, while he considered his career options, and in 1756 he began to read for the law under the direction of James Putnam, Worcester’s leading attorney. Although Adams had begun to find a place in Worcester society, such as it was, it was too much of a backwater to be the scene of fame that he thirsted for, and he returned to Braintree to begin his law practice there and in Boston.

Adams was admitted to the Boston bar in 1758, sponsored by Jeremiah Gridley, the most respected of Boston’s lawyers, and by James Otis. Gridley became Adams’s mentor, offering the use of his legal library and welcoming him into his “Sodalitas club” of young lawyers, but it was Otis who soon became a hero to the young Adams. His fiery address to the Massachusetts Superior Court in 1761 in protest of British customs officers’ use of writs of assistance as nearly unlimited search warrants was the first of the protests against an expansive imperial power that would lead to the Revolution of 1775.

Adams’s immediate concerns upon his return to Braintree and Boston were not political but directed toward establishing a law practice that could support him and bring him the “distinction” he craved. Matters went slowly, and Adams felt, as he also frequently did in later life, that he was on his own against an un-caring world. “But it is my Destiny to dig Treasures with my own fingers. No Body will rent or sell me a Pick axe.”5 When he lost his first case because he had prepared a defective writ, he  was chagrined, blamed his problems on an inadequate preparation for the law by his teacher Putnam, and set himself to a rigorous course of study to overcome his deficiencies.

Adams did find time during the early years of his law practice to fall in love twice, first and briefly with an unknown young woman, the second time with Hannah Quincy, the daughter of Colonel Josiah Quincy, Braintree’s leading citizen. He wrote a friend that he was “over head and ears” in love with her, but when she responded coquettishly to his hints about marriage, he hesitated, and she accepted another’s proposal instead.6 Adams may have remembered Jeremiah Gridley’s advice to him, offered at the time of their first meeting, not to marry early. “For an early Marriage will obstruct your Improvement, and in the next Place, twill involve you in Expence,” said Gridley.7 Depressed at the failure of his romantic fantasies, Adams committed himself as passionately to his public life as he had, however briefly, to the prospects of love and marriage. “Let Love and Vanity be extinguished,” he vowed, “and the Great Passions of Ambition, Patriotism, break out and burn.”8

He continued to study, developed his law practice, and began to throw his energies into working for the public good of Braintree. When he began to court Abigail Smith, the daughter of the Reverend William Smith of Weymouth, he was ready to assume the role of husband, and the passion that marked his earlier romantic forays was repeated with Abigail. He wrote to her that Weymouth had become as dear to him as Braintree and that she had appeared to him in his dreams “with her fair Complexion, her Crimson Blushes and her million Charms and Graces.” More important, perhaps, he told her, “I begin to find that an increasing Affection for a certain Lady, (you know my Dear) quickens my Affections for every Body Else, that does not deserve my hatred. A Wonder if the Fires of Patriotism, do not soon begin to burn!”9 Abigail returned his affections; they were married in the fall of 1764, and almost as predicted the fires of patriotism leapt up in earnest with the Stamp Act crisis of 1765, which began to draw him more actively into politics.

Adams had begun to contribute political essays to the press even before his marriage; in 1763 he satirized Massachusetts politicians’ scrambles for office and power in a series of essays  purportedly by a rustic named Humphrey Ploughjogger, and he wrote more serious essays, also published anonymously under the signature “U.” In 1765 he wrote a more extensive essay, “A Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law,” in which he described the complicity of “the Romish clergy” and power-hungry nobles and monarchs in keeping the common people “in a state of servile dependence.” However, said Adams, “it was a love of universal liberty and a hatred, a dread, a horror, of the infernal confederacy before described, that projected, conducted, and accomplished the settlement of America.”

He had begun writing this essay as a member of Jeremiah Gridley’s “Sodalitas,” but the inspiration was clearly the growing concern for assertions of British power that had been assailed by James Otis and others. The first of four installments of the “Dissertation” appeared just before Boston mobs took to the street in protest of the Stamp Act, and Adams wrote into the final lines of his text a condemnation of the act as the first step “toward the subversion of the whole system of our fathers.”10 The “Dissertation” attracted notice, being reprinted by Thomas Hollis in the  London Chronicle, and marked Adams as an intellectual leader in the growing American resistance to imperial authority.

For all of Adams’s patriotic fervor, he was committed to the rule of law. He and his cousin Samuel Adams agreed on the necessity to stand up for American liberty, but while Sam Adams was organizing political protests in the streets, John was concerned with establishing the legal underpinnings of resistance based upon the English constitution and the colonists’ “Rights derived from the great Legislator of the universe.” When he drew up instructions from the town of Braintree to its representatives in the legislature, he argued that the Stamp Act was “directly repugnant to the Great Charter itself.”11 His respect for the law, however, led him to abhor the mob violence and disturbances that broke out in response to the Stamp Act and the subsequent quartering of British troops in Boston. In the years immediately after the temporary resolution of the Stamp Act crisis, Adams attended to his law practice, which had become quite successful, and resisted appeals to take a more active role in continuing protests organized by more radical Whig leaders like James Otis and Samuel Adams. His law practice required him to follow the  judicial circuit from Taunton and Worcester south and west of Boston to Falmouth (now Portland) in Maine. Many of the lawyers and judges he worked with on the circuit supported Governor Thomas Hutchinson against the popular party, and many of them would become loyalists when the Revolution broke out. Adams privately made clear his support for the Sons of Liberty, the radical patriots in Boston, in spite of occasionally deploring their methods, but he kept a low profile politically. His sentiments at this time are best reflected in a diary entry he made for Christmas day 1765. 



At Home. Thinking, reading, searching, concerning Taxation without Consent, concerning the great Pause and Rest in Business. By the Laws of England Justice Flows, with an uninterrupted Stream: In that Musick, the Law knows of neither Rests nor Pauses. Nothing but Violence, Invasion or Rebellion can obstruct the River or untune the Instrument.12



 

Adams’s deepest instincts were to preserve the instrument of the law as a measure of justice and order, but he would soon enough reimagine the laws of England as the laws of Massachusetts and America.

On March 5, 1770, violence threatened to untune the instrument for sure when a squad of British soldiers under the command of Captain Thomas Preston fired on a threatening Boston mob, killing five people—the Boston Massacre. When Preston and the soldiers were charged with murder, it seemed as if they would be unable to secure legal representation, but Adams agreed to lead the defense. This clearly reflected his basic belief in the rule of law and the right of everyone to a fair trial, but it also seems likely that he was encouraged in this regard by Samuel Adams and other patriot leaders who wanted to avoid the appearance of mob law. Adams secured the acquittal of Preston and six of the eight soldiers charged with murder; the other two were found guilty of the lesser charge of manslaughter. Adams’s judicial victory marked him as a man of principle and confirmed his position as a leading member of the Boston bar, but it did not hurt his standing with the patriot party. After the Boston Massacre, Adams became increasingly involved in politics and in the cause  of liberty. He was elected in 1770 as a Boston representative to the legislature, and his disapproval of mob protests was tempered by increasingly harsh British measures. When the Boston Tea Party occurred in 1773, he went so far as to call it the “grandest Event” yet in the protests against arbitrary imperial power.13

In 1774 he was chosen, along with Samuel Adams, James Bowdoin, and Robert Treat Paine, to the Massachusetts delegation to the First Continental Congress, but before leaving for Philadelphia, he made one final trip to the circuit court held in Maine (still a part of Massachusetts). Charles Francis Adams begins his selection of letters between John and Abigail at this point, when his grandfather was acutely aware of the political sympathies of the other lawyers and the judges on the circuit. Because many of them were either loyalists or lukewarm at best to the patriot cause, Adams shows in his letters to Abigail a canny political sense of how to deal with men of differing opinions. When he arrived in Philadelphia at the end of the summer, he and Samuel Adams were the radical members of the Massachusetts delegation, but he muted his opinions about the necessity of American independence in order to bring along more reluctant delegates from other colonies to a similar position. During the two-month session of Congress, however, delegates sharing Adams’s sentiments managed to call for a boycott of British goods, the creation of a Continental Association to enforce the boycott, and the drafting of a declaration of rights and grievances to present to the king. Adams enhanced his reputation as a patriot leader by working effectively behind the scenes in Congress, but when he returned home late in 1774, he began publishing a series of twelve letters in the Boston Gazette in defense of the independence of colonial legislatures from the rule of the English Parliament. He called for a republican “government of laws and not of men.” These letters, published under the pseudonym Novanglus, responded to an able defense of the Tory point of view that was appearing in the Boston press from a writer calling himself Massachuttensis, who was in reality Daniel Leonard, an old legal acquaintance of Adams’s.

The paper war between Novanglus and Massachuttensis ended after April 19, 1775, with the beginning of hostilities at Lexington and Concord, by which time Adams was preparing to return  to Philadelphia and the Second Continental Congress. In the coming years he would spend increasingly longer stretches of time away from Braintree and his family, and he would at the same time play an increasingly important role in the creation of the new nation. He was a major force in Congress for the cause of independence during the spring of 1776, ultimately serving on the committee to draft the Declaration of Independence. His political skills and the effect of his speeches on the floor led Richard Stockton of New Jersey to call him “the Atlas of American Independence,” and he subsequently played a key role in charting the development of governments on both the state and national levels. 14 George Wythe of Virginia, after a discussion about forms of government, asked him to write out his ideas, and when Adams showed the letter of reply to Richard Henry Lee, the Virginians urged its publication.

Adams’s Thoughts on Government was published anonymously in April 1776, much to the pleasure of Adams and also of Abigail, as she notes in her letter to him dated May 9, 1776 (letter 103). Adams’s brief essay made clear what he meant by a government of laws and not of men by calling for a representative democratic government with power so distributed through the legislative and executive branches that they served to check and balance each other. It also made clear that he had become a presence in national politics, and in the months following the declaration of independence, he performed heroic service as chair of the Board of War, becoming in effect the nation’s first secretary of defense.

Adams’s involvement in public life at the national level led to further appointments that took him farther from Braintree than he had ever imagined possible. In 1778 he was sent by Congress to join Benjamin Franklin as an envoy to France, and with only a few intervals at home, he spent most of the next eleven years abroad on diplomatic service. These were years of trial for Adams—he had at the outset to deal with difficult colleagues in France in the persons of Silas Deane, Arthur Lee, and Benjamin Franklin, whose quarrels inevitably involved him; he had to deal with the culture shock of new manners and new languages, and he often had to deal with his own ill health—but the years brought victories as well. He negotiated a treaty with the Dutch, established  credit for the new nation with Dutch bankers, and participated in the final negotiations for the peace treaty with Britain signed in Paris in 1783. Temporary separations from wife and family had been a regular part of his work as a lawyer attending the circuit courts, but those separations had been for relatively brief periods and not overshadowed by the threats of war as were the later separations. Beginning in August 1774, Adams made five trips to attend Congress. His shortest stay was in his term in the First Continental Congress, slightly more than two months, but in 1776 and 1777 he was away for ten months at a time, and when he returned briefly in 1779 from his diplomatic errand in Paris, he spent much of his time attending the Massachusetts state constitutional convention. Once again, his public service was significant—his draft of a constitution was the basis for the document approved in 1780 after he had returned to Europe, and it became a model for later American constitution makers—but it came at a cost to his domestic happiness. When the Treaty of Paris concluded hostilities with Britain, Abigail and John were determined to be separated no longer, and in June 1784, she and their only daughter sailed to Europe to join him. Except for relatively brief times during his presidency, the two Adamses would never be separated for such lengthy periods again. The letters in this collection, then, span what is arguably the most important period of John Adams’s public service, but they also let us see the strength of John and Abigail’s relationship during its most stressful years.




III

Although Charles Francis Adams gave his grandfather top billing in the title of his 1876 collection, Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife Abigail Adams, During the Revolution, his grandmother’s letters occupy the moral center of his volume. John Adams was clearly of greater political and historical importance, but the moral principle behind the Revolution, “the sentiment that pervaded the dwellings of the entire people,” appeared most sharply in Abigail’s letters. Her letters reveal, directly and indirectly, the difficulties faced by men and women in ordinary walks  of life as they tried to maintain farms, businesses, and families amid the anxieties of wartime. Abigail’s letters also show the formation of a revolutionary spirit as she comments on issues of the day, national and local, bringing to bear her own vigorous moral sense. Charles Francis Adams surely recognized the appeal of his grandmother’s epistolary voice when his 1840 edition of her letters was a minor best-seller. He had defined that volume as a “history of feeling” that importantly contributed to the many histories of action that already had appeared. If readers in the centenary year of 1876 needed to be reminded of the spirit of the revolutionary generation, Abigail Adams’s letters had proven their ability to speak to modern audiences.

But Charles Francis did not see his grandmother as a proto-feminist as some later writers have been inclined to do. In spite of his sympathy for feminine points of view such as his grandmother’s, Charles Francis Adams’s view of the role of women in society was considerably more traditional than his youthful political radicalism on behalf of abolition had been. Women were most effective, he thought, in passing on the lessons of religion and virtue in their home life and as teachers of children because their teaching was less a matter of reason and logic than of feelings and “high and pure motives” uncontaminated by private interest, ambition, or the love of fame. A woman’s lot in times of trouble, he claimed, was to be “a passive spectator of events.”15  The Abigail Adams who emerges out of her letters, however, is articulate and reasoned about her opinions, a shrewd manager of the family’s economic interests, and an effective supporter of her husband’s political career. No shrinking violet of the hearth-side, she is someone who deservedly has become an icon for American feminists and champions of women’s rights.

Her request to her husband, in her letter of March 31, 1776 (letter 91), that he “remember the ladies” as he and his colleagues worked for American independence and freedom has become a watchword. Her quiet radicalism might seem to complicate Charles Francis’s effort to portray his grandmother as an American Everywoman, but in fact Abigail Adams understood her role as wife and mother in terms not so different from those of her grandson. She understood the meaning of her own life in terms of traditional roles in which a wife was her husband’s partner and support but never quite his equal. Her position in the world, as she saw it, reflected primarily the accomplishments of her husband. Late in her life when a friend of the family proposed to edit her letters, she demurred, telling a female friend, “A pretty figure I should make. No. No. I have not any ambition to appear in print. Heedless and inaccurate as I am, I have too much vanity to risk my reputation before the public.”16

For all that, Abigail Adams was by no means a mere figure in the background of the Adams family history. If the social standing of John Adams’s family gave plausibility to him as a representative of the “middling sort” in Massachusetts, Abigail Adams had a more distinguished ancestry. Born in 1744 as the second of three daughters of the Reverend William Smith and his wife, Elizabeth Quincy Smith, of Weymouth, she was the descendant of some of the leading Puritan ministers of early New England as well as of its lay leaders. Her father was the son and grandson of wealthy merchants, and her grandfather Colonel John Quincy was the leading citizen of Braintree in his generation. John Adams was the first of his family to graduate from college, but the Quincys had generations of Harvard graduates. The elder John Adams became a selectman after proving himself in a number of minor town offices, but Quincys became selectmen soon after they returned from college. When John and Abigail married in 1764, there was apparently some invidious comment in the neighborhood that he was marrying above himself. Local legend has it that after her older sister Mary’s wedding, their father preached a sermon from Luke 10:42, “Mary hath chosen that good part, which shall not be taken away from her.” Speaking to the local gossipers, William Smith supposedly preached after Abigail’s wedding on Luke 7:33, “For John . . . came neither eating bread nor drinking wine, and ye say, He hath a devil.”

The marriage was one between spiritual and intellectual equals. Abigail was educated at home by her mother and grandmother Quincy, partly because her delicate health kept her there, partly because as she later explained, “Female education in the best families, went no further than writing and arithmetic; in some few and rare instances, music and dancing.”17 Her letters in this volume, with their frequent quotations from her favorite poets and other authors, show that she learned much more than mere  “writing.” She clearly knew Shakespeare, Dryden, Pope, James Thomson, and Edward Young well and had read widely in history, in addition to having the familiarity with the Bible one might expect of a minister’s daughter. Her letters frequently show her mastery of style as well as of content and the wit and playfulness that enchanted John Adams (not a notably playful sort himself). She typically signed letters to her young women friends “Diana,” playing out the pastoral literary games of the era, and she used the same name on her letters to John Adams during their courtship. By the time of the letters in this collection, however, she had changed her fanciful pen name to Portia, the name of the wife of the Roman republican patriot Lucius Junius Brutus. But if her wit and intelligence were a match for her husband’s, she also had learned how to manage a New England household. The Smiths and Quincys had slaves among their servants, but she learned how to do things herself as well as to direct hired servants in the many requirements of keeping a house and farm. After her marriage, she and John took up residence on his small farm in Braintree, where all her skills of management and economy were put to good use.

In the decade between John and Abigail’s marriage in 1764 and his departure for the First Continental Congress, Abigail was busy managing an increasingly complicated household. John’s legal practice made a residence in Boston desirable, and in the spring of 1768 they moved there but returned to Braintree three years later. After little more than a year in the rural community of his birth, however, Adams decided to purchase a house in Queen Street in Boston and moved the family back there in August 1772, where they stayed until the spring of 1774. Abigail oversaw these frequent moves and the setting up of a second house in Boston, and in the meantime she bore five children, whom her husband fondly remembers at the end of many of his letters. Her daughter Abigail, always referred to by the family and in these letters as “Nabby,” was born in 1765, and she was followed by three brothers: John Quincy born in 1767, Charles in 1770, and Thomas Boylston in 1772. A daughter, Susannah, was born in 1768, but, a sickly child, she died fourteen months later while Abigail was pregnant with Charles. A sixth child, Elizabeth, was stillborn in 1777 while John was attending Congress in Philadelphia; his concern and Abigail’s state of mind can be discerned in letters of this period.

The moves between Braintree and Boston, the frequent pregnancies, and concern for the children played out against the background of increasing political tensions in Massachusetts, including the violence of the Boston Massacre. Yet Abigail Adams managed to deal with domestic affairs, to find time to read, and to correspond with a small circle of family and friends. These latter included particularly her older sister, Mary, who had married John Adams’s friend Richard Cranch, and friends from her youth like Hannah Storer. In a letter of 1771 to her cousin Isaac Smith she noted the conflict between housewifely concerns and her own intellectual inclinations: “Women you know Sir are considerd as Domestick Beings, and altho they inherit an Eaquel Share of curiosity with the other Sex, yet but few are hardy eno’ to venture abroad, and explore the amazing variety of distant Lands.” She confessed that “had nature formed me of the other Sex, I should certainly have been a rover.” Nevertheless, she went on to opine, “Tis natural I believe for every person to have a partiality for their own Country. Dont you think this little Spot of ours better calculated for happiness than any other you have yet seen or read of. Would you exchange it for England, France, Spain or Ittaly?”18 Before she went abroad in 1784 to join her husband in Paris, her ambitions to be a “rover” were limited either to local travels in Massachusetts or to the realms of her reading and imagination.

Abigail Adams was particularly close during these years to Mercy Otis Warren, the sister of James Otis and wife of patriot leader James Warren. She visited the Warrens at their home in Plymouth when John was away, and the Warrens visited her when they were passing through Braintree. The two women shared both political and intellectual interests, although Mercy Warren, who had begun to publish political satires of Governor Hutchinson and other Tory leaders, was always more eager than Abigail for a place in the public eye. As John Adams became more involved in the patriot cause, Abigail began to read more deeply into the political theory and propaganda that supported American arguments against parliamentary and royal authority. She read James Burgh’s three-volume Political Disquisitions with its warnings  against political abuse of power, Charles Rollin’s Ancient History with its accounts of ancient republics that fell because of corruption and private ambition, and Catherine Macaulay’s History of England, which applied the same lessons to present-day Britain. In letters to Mercy Warren and others she quoted John Dickinson’s Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, calling him “the admired Farmer,” and she followed closely her husband’s Novanglus letters. Macaulay was of particular interest to both Adams and Warren because she was both an ardent Whig and an example of feminine intellectual achievement.

Warren corresponded with Macaulay, the two women discussed her work, and in her letter to Isaac Smith expressing her suppressed ambitions to be a “rover,” Abigail asked for information about Macaulay’s life. “I have a curiosity to know her Education, and what first prompted her to engage in a Study never before Exhibited to the publick by one of her own Sex and Country, tho now to the honour of both so admirably performed by her.”19 When Thomas Paine’s Common Sense appeared in January 1776, it is scarcely any wonder that Abigail Adams appreciated its effective political rhetoric and embraced its arguments with enthusiasm in a letter to her husband (letter 86). She had for some time believed in the necessity of independence from the mother country, and in spite of her apparent agreement that women are “Domestick Beings,” she was not afraid to express her political opinions to her husband. If she commanded John to “remember the ladies,” her knowledge of politics and history, as well as that of her friend Mrs. Warren, gave authority to the notion that women had something to say about the political world beyond their thresholds.

Unlike her friend from Plymouth, Abigail Adams expressed her political opinions only to a small circle of friends in her private correspondence, and her letters to her husband contain direct political advice mostly during the months before declaring independence. The stirring call to remember the ladies is replaced by more general patriotic sentiments that supported John but did not challenge him. If she somewhat muted her political opinions in her letters to her husband, her domestic concerns during his absence nonetheless often demanded that she act independently to care for the family, the household, and the farm.  Unusual challenges presented themselves to her during the period covered by these letters. She was accustomed to overseeing household affairs as a traditional wifely domain, but taking on responsibility for the farm was a considerable extension of her role. She had to find help in a tight labor market caused by the departure of many local men for military service, deal with difficult tenants, and worry about planting and harvesting crops.

Looking beyond the household door enabled her to become a useful informant to John about local conditions and sentiments. Her letters are full of news about the conduct of the war in the Boston and New England area, about political affairs in Braintree and in Massachusetts in general, and about the stresses and difficulties in the local economy. On May 27, 1776, he tendered his praise, writing, “I think you shine as a stateswoman of late, as well as a farmeress” (letter 107). In the years ahead Abigail helped keep the family fortunes afloat by becoming a merchant on a small scale, sending requests to John for items she might sell in the neighborhood, and she bought property on his behalf. Maintaining the family economy was only one of her concerns, however, because she had to deal with two serious epidemics, the first of dysentery in 1775 (see her letter of September 8, letter 59) and the second of smallpox in the following year. In August 1776, she took the family into Boston to be inoculated, and since this involved infecting herself and the children with live smallpox virus, it was a dangerous procedure.

Letters from John were frequently slow in coming because of disruptions in the mails or his preoccupation with other business, and she was often thrown back on her own resources to pay the accounts and the taxes and to care for the health and education of the family, as for example in deciding to take the children to Boston for inoculation. At times her letters contain glimpses of a desire for more room to act and think apart from her responsibilities to husband and family. While staying with the family in Boston at her aunt’s house in 1776, she is pleased to have a room with “a very convenient, pretty closet, with a window which looks into her flower garden. . . . I do not covet my neighbor’s goods, but I should like to be the owner of such conveniences. I always had a fancy for a closet with a window, which I could more particularly call my own” (letter 135). Abigail’s desire for a room of one’s own—“closet” in eighteenth-century terminology referred to a small private room—would not be satisfied during the years of the Revolution, when the needs of small children, the farm and household, and her distant husband constrained her time and attention. Her desire for her own space was always second to her desire for the success and well-being of John and the children; the views she entertained in her own “closet” were always subordinated to his on important issues. He recognized her independence of mind ironically by commending its support of his thinking, as when he wrote on May 22, 1776: “Your sentiments of the duties we owe to our country are such as become the best of women and the best of men. Among all the disappointments and perplexities which have fallen to my share in life, nothing has contributed so much to support my mind as the choice blessing of a wife whose capacity enabled her to comprehend, and whose pure virtue obliged her to approve, the views of her husband” (letter 106). In later years when John and Abigail were together in Europe and in America, when he was a diplomat, vice president, and then president of the United States, she became a trusted political confidante, but the groundwork for playing this role was laid during the years covered in this volume, when she was both “farmeress” on her own and “stateswoman” in private in her correspondence with her husband.




IV

These letters assembled by Charles Francis Adams for the nation’s centennial celebrations cover the period from mid-1774 until 1783, when the Revolution concludes with the Treaty of Paris. If the Adamses are not exactly the Everypersons their grandson tried to suggest, their letters do present an interesting sort of inside history of the Revolution in which reports from the home front appear in context with accounts of events on the national level, the war in Braintree superimposed on a war of international dimension. A different sort of inside view of the Revolution might be obtained by looking at the lives of men like George Robert Twelves Hewes or Joseph Plumb Martin, a shoemaker  and a farmer who were on the front lines of the Revolution, but where their lives show us the impact of the Revolution on individuals, the letters of John and Abigail Adams reveal the formation of Revolutionary political and social networks.20 The archives of the Revolution are full of documents and texts that inform us about the Revolutionary leaders in Congress and in the field, and there are many, but not as many, reports from the people whose more immediate concerns were the day-to-day survival of themselves and their families. John’s letters open a window onto the formation of the legal and administrative structures that advanced the Revolutionary cause, and Abigail’s connect us to the world of family and neighborhood that supported the vision of republican government. As such they present a nearly unique view of the formation and maintenance of Revolutionary sentiment, much as Charles Francis Adams claimed for them in 1876.

In the dozen years or so after the Stamp Act, John Adams’s Whiggish sentiments in favor of the rights of English America seemed at times to be constrained by his dismay about unruly mobs and other forms of revolutionary social upheaval. By the time of these letters, however, his determination to pursue American independence outweighs, but does not totally displace, his concern about popular disorder. The letters show a political leader straining against the frustration of working with colleagues whose opinions are not so advanced as his, particularly with John Dickinson, “the Farmer,” as he was known. In 1774 Dickinson was, at the national level, the most prominent champion of American political rights, but by June 1776 different sentiments from his prevailed. The drive toward independence was powered by events, by popular support, and by numerous voices at the national level, including Adams’s own. Abigail’s enthusiastic response to Thomas Paine’s Common Sense points to the strength of popular sentiment, but on the floor of the Continental Congress itself John Adams was a significant and canny presence who put that voice on the political stage. His letters to her detailing his frustration at dealing with those hoping for a rapprochement with England suggest a good sense of political timing and strategy. He was aware of the need to create support for independence and to have leaders from colonies other than Massachusetts take leadership roles.

If his letters home display his frustrations and his occasional testiness toward his colleagues, they also show something about the strains of building a revolutionary coalition. Ironically, one of his more important services was unintentionally occasioned by his correspondence with Abigail. He was clearly chagrined when the letters he wrote to her and to James Warren on July 24, 1775, fell into British hands and were published, because he had criticized the “fidgets, the whims, the caprice, the vanity, the superstition, the irritability of some of us” (letter 54). The letter to Warren went further in referring to Dickinson as “a certain great fortune and piddling genius.” If the British publication succeeded in provoking a quarrel between Adams and Dickinson, it also made it clear to a public outside of Congress that Dickinson was not above criticism, that his reluctance for independence might be out of date.

The incident of the intercepted letters casts a shadow on this correspondence, because it reminds us of the difficulty and uncertainty of passing letters back and forth in these years, a difficulty made even greater by John’s diplomatic assignment to Europe, where he had to find means to get his letters back to Braintree. At the same time the possibility of interception reminds the Adamses of the risk of disclosing gossip or confidential information. Abigail’s use of the pen name Portia reflects this as does John’s care not to reveal names or important details of public business. Nevertheless, in the years after the declaration of independence the letters of the Adamses reveal a great deal about their activities during the Revolution and the range of their interests. They reflect both Abigail’s concerns for the progress of the war—Braintree was open to British naval depredations, particularly early in the war—and John’s role as chair of the Board of War. Military news of various sorts appears in the letters of each of them, and John Adams’s outspokenness engenders comments on the character and appearance of his associates both in America and abroad. Later he expresses his trials and frustrations in his early years abroad on diplomatic service as he found himself caught between squabbling members of the American delegation and also at odds with Franklin’s style of personal diplomacy. The emotional history of the Revolution as revealed in John Adams’s letters occurs in statements of revolutionary purpose, in noble sentiments about independence and the public good, and also in a good deal of heartburning and irritation.

Abigail Adams’s letters to her husband in turn connect him to the people of Braintree and Massachusetts whom he represented and whose political and moral support he depended on. She relays news from local friends and relatives such as his brother-in-law Richard Cranch, her uncle Dr. Cotton Tufts, the Braintree minister Anthony Wibird, James and Mercy Warren, and assorted Quincy cousins, aunts, and uncles. She writes as well about the problems of finding help on the farm and about the welfare and doings of John’s law students, the house servants, and farm laborers. They exchange news about Joseph Bass, a young Braintree man who travels to Philadelphia as John’s man-servant, and pass on news to Joseph’s family. She reports the latest news about state politics, the local economy, and the morale of her fellow citizens. If she is less inclined than he is to complain of the venality or shallowness of those around her, she does offer glimpses of the changing social understandings of Revolutionary America.

Some neighbors were less inclined to defer to the Quincys or to the wife of the Massachusetts congressional delegate. Others had their eye on the opportunities afforded by the Revolution to make their fortunes, by shipping as privateers or taking advantage of the law of supply and demand. When Bostonians thought Burgoyne’s invasion in 1775 might threaten their city, Abigail was appalled at the teamsters’ charges for moving goods to safer locations (letter 194). “To their shame be it told, not a small trunk would they carry under eight dollars, and many of them, I am told, asked a hundred dollars a load; for carting a hogshead of molasses eight miles, thirty dollars. O human nature! or rather, O inhuman nature!”

Her letters are not least interesting for the rumors and fears they report. People in Braintree and in Boston were always exposed to British attack, and information was slow in coming on troop and fleet movements, on the outcome of battles, and on the truthfulness of reports such as the one about the supposed assassination of Franklin. Above all, her letters pass on news of the immediate family, the children, who are never far from their minds in these letters. Abigail reports on the children’s health,  their doings, their educational progress, and John in turn always sends on his love to his “young prattlers” as they are called on at least one occasion.

The letters of John and Abigail Adams during the Revolution thus provide an intimate view of the feelings, mostly hopeful but occasionally anxious or irritated, of two people who were in their own ways in touch with the heartbeat of the young nation. Their letters to each other often reveal them at their best. John Adams’s published treatises and pamphlets are not models of literary style or elegance, weighted down as they frequently are with displays of his massive legal knowledge, but in his familiar letters his lively, thoughtful, sometimes testy personality comes through. The energy of his best letters is matched by the sprightliness and wit of Abigail’s. These qualities in her attracted him during their courtship, and they enlivened their marriage and the correspondence printed here.

As we can see by some of the letters, John Adams often worried about how he would be remembered by history, about whether his services to the nation would be always overlooked. At various points he is annoyed, even slightly envious, of the attention given to John Dickinson or Benjamin Franklin, and even when in his old age he had restored his old friendship with Thomas Jefferson, he was restive in the face of the acclaim his younger colleague was receiving as the author of the Declaration of Independence. But in the campaign for a place in historical memory he had a secret weapon. None of the other major Revolutionary leaders had a spouse who combined such a fierce loyalty to her husband’s interests and a lively pen as did Abigail Adams. The collection of their letters to each other as edited by their grandson in 1876 has deservedly become a minor American literary classic.
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A Brief Adams Calendar, 1774-83

June 18, 1774. John Adams elected as delegate from Massachusetts to the First Continental Congress.

June-July 1774. Travels for the last time on the eastern circuit of the Massachusetts Superior Court, in present-day Maine.

August 10, 1774. Leaves Braintree to attend the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia.

October 29, 1774. Leaves Philadelphia to return home, arriving thirteen days later.

Winter 1774-75. Serves as Braintree’s delegate to the Massachusetts Provincial Congress; writes the Novanglus letters.

Late April 1775. Returns to Philadelphia for the Second Continental Congress as a delegate from Massachusetts.

Late July 1775. Congress adjourns. John Adams goes to Watertown, Massachusetts, where the Provincial Congress is sitting.

August-early September 1775. Returns to Congress in Philadelphia.

November 1775. Appointed chief justice of the Massachusetts Superior Court, an office he considers but never fills.

December 1775-January 1776. Obtains leave to return home; visits Washington in the army camp in Cambridge, Massachusetts, then returns to Congress after a brief stay at home in Braintree.

March-April 1776. Writes Thoughts on Government.

June 12, 1776. Congress creates the Board of War and Ordnance and names John Adams as its president.

July 2, 1776. Congress votes for independence and subsequently approves the Declaration two days later.

July 12, 1776-September 2, 1776. Abigail Adams takes her children and servants to Boston to be inoculated for smallpox.

Early September 1776. John Adams, along with Benjamin Franklin and Edward Rutledge, travels to New York to meet with the British peace commissioners, who were only authorized to offer peace after American submission.

October 1776. Returns home for a nine-week visit.

January 1777. Returns to Congress, now meeting in Baltimore after British forces had occupied much of New Jersey. Congress returns to Philadelphia in March, but is forced to withdraw to York, Pennsylvania, in September.

November 1777. John Adams returns to Braintree, where he learns that he has been elected as a joint commissioner to treat with the French government.

February 15, 1778. Sails on the frigate Boston with his son John Quincy Adams for Bordeaux, France.

April 1778. Takes up residence with Franklin in Passy, outside of Paris.

June 17, 1779. Returns home with his son on board the French ship La Sensible.

August-November 1779. Takes part in the Massachusetts constitutional convention and drafts a constitution that is adopted after debate and revision in June 1780.

October 1779. Learns that Congress has appointed him as a minister plenipotentiary to negotiate an end to the War of Independence.

November 15, 1779. Sails on La Sensible for France, taking with him his sons John Quincy and Charles. The ship is forced to put in at El Ferrol, Spain, for repairs, and Adams and his party make a tortuous journey to Paris by land.

July-August 1780. Goes to Amsterdam in order to get loans for the American government and diplomatic recognition. Returns briefly to Paris in July 1781, but resides in the Netherlands until the following year.

October 1782. Returns to Paris for peace treaty negotiations.

January 28, 1783. Preliminary articles for a peace treaty between the United States, Britain, and France are signed.
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A Note on the Text

The text reprinted here follows that of Charles Francis Adams’s edition of Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife Abigail Adams, During the Revolution (New York: Hurd and Houghton, 1876). Charles Francis Adams was a careful and scrupulous editor by nineteenth-century standards, but he revised the manuscript text of the letters in various ways. Following editorial practice of the day, he standardized the spelling, capitalization, and punctuation of the texts according to modern standards with the intention of making them more accessible. This editing is particularly noticeable in Abigail Adams’s letters, for she was a phonetic speller with a somewhat variable sense of orthography. In addition, New England dialect terms and pronunciations occasionally color her vocabulary and that of the children. Charles Francis smoothed all this out by correcting her “Phylidelphia” and “Canady,” not necessarily a loss to the reader, but we do miss her reports of how the children asked “mar” about when “par” would return, showing that in the 1770s New Englanders were already adding an r to words ending in a like “ma” and “pa.” He often silently changed familiar terms of address like these to more proper and genteel versions. References to daughter Abigail as “Nabby” became “Abby,” for example. Since the younger Abigail is everywhere referred to in biographies of the Adams family as “Nabby,” I have restored the original spelling here.

More problematic, Charles Francis silently cut passages that he thought were either irrelevant or too personal. These passages have been restored in this edition, including detailed accounts by Abigail of the family’s experience with the dysentery epidemic of 1775 and their inoculation for smallpox in 1776. However, these  passages have been reedited for the most part to conform to Charles Francis Adams’s practice of regularizing spelling and punctuation, although “mar” and “par” do make a reappearance in a few inserted sentences. Interested readers who wish to sample Abigail’s adventures in spelling and punctuation in their original form can consult the six-volume edition of the Adams Family Correspondence (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1963-93).

I have placed in their correct chronological positions two letters that Charles Francis Adams misdated. Although a few of his footnotes have been retained, the text is now extensively annotated, using endnotes, with the needs of the modern reader in mind. Significant figures in the Adams’s social and political circles have been identified, as well as the various books and historical and cultural events that John and Abigail refer to in many of their letters. This edition also identifies for the first time most of the literary allusions and quotations in the letters, mostly by Abigail. For assistance in making some of these identifications, I would like to thank Kevin Berland, Lisa Berglund, and Rose Paprocki.




FAMILIAR LETTERS OF JOHN ADAMS AND HIS WIFE




1. JOHN ADAMS

Boston, 12 May 1774

 

I am extremely afflicted with the relation your father gave me of the return of your disorder. I fear you have taken some cold. We have had a most pernicious air a great part of this spring. I am sure I have reason to remember it. My cold is the most obstinate and threatening one I ever had in my life. However, I am unwearied in my endeavors to subdue it, and have the pleasure to think I have had some success. I rise at five, walk three miles, keep the air all day, and walk again in the afternoon. These walks have done me more good than anything, though I have been constantly plied with teas, and your specific. My own infirmities, the account of the return of yours, and the public news1 coming altogether have put my utmost philosophy to the trial.

We live, my dear soul, in an age of trial. What will be the consequence, I know not. The town of Boston, for aught I can see, must suffer martyrdom. It must expire. And our principal consolation is, that it dies in a noble cause—the cause of truth, of virtue, of liberty, and of humanity, and that it will probably have a glorious resurrection to greater wealth, splendor, and power, than ever.

Let me know what is best for us to do. It is expensive keeping a family here, and there is no prospect of any business in my way in this town this whole summer. I don’t receive a shilling a week. We must contrive as many ways as we can to save expenses; for we may have calls to contribute very largely, in proportion to our circumstances, to prevent other very honest worthy people  from suffering for want, besides our own loss in point of business and profit.

Don’t imagine from all this that I am in the dumps. Far otherwise. I can truly say that I have felt more spirits and activity since the arrival of this news than I had done before for years. I look upon this as the last effort of Lord North’s despair,2 and he will as surely be defeated in it, as he was in the project of the tea.

I am, with great anxiety for your health,

Your JOHN ADAMS




2. JOHN ADAMS

York, 29 June 1774

I have a great deal of leisure, which I chiefly employ in scribbling, that my mind may not stand still or run back, like my fortune. There is very little business here, and David Sewall, David Wyer, John Sullivan and James Sullivan, and Theophilus Bradbury, 1 are the lawyers who attend the inferior courts, and consequently, conduct the causes at the superior.

I find that the country is the situation to make estates by the law. John Sullivan, who is placed at Durham in New Hampshire, is younger both in years and practice than I am. He began with nothing, but is now said to be worth ten thousand pounds lawful money, his brother James allows five or six or perhaps seven thousand pounds, consisting in houses and lands, notes, bonds, and mortgages. He has a fine stream of water, with an excellent corn mill, saw mill, fulling mill, scythe mill, and others, in all six mills, which are both his delight and his profit. As he has earned cash in his business at the bar, he has taken opportunities to purchase farms of his neighbors, who wanted to sell and move out farther into the woods, at an advantageous rate, and in this way has been growing rich; under the smiles and auspices of Governor Wentworth,2 he has been promoted in the civil and military way, so that he is treated with great respect in this neighborhood.

James Sullivan, brother of the other, who studied law under him, without any academical education (and John was in the same case), is fixed at Saco, alias Biddeford, in our province. He began with neither learning, books, estate, nor anything but his  head and hands, and is now a very popular lawyer and growing rich very fast, purchasing great farms, etc., and a justice of the peace and a member of the General Court.

David Sewall, of this town, never practices out of this county; has no children; has no ambition nor avarice, they say (however,  quaere).3 His business in this county maintains him very handsomely, and he gets beforehand.

Bradbury, at Falmouth, they say, grows rich very fast.

I was first sworn in 1758. My life has been a continual scene of fatigue, vexation, labor, and anxiety. I have four children. I had a pretty estate from my father; I have been assisted by your father; I have done the greatest business in the province; I have had the very richest clients in the province. Yet I am poor, in comparison with others.

This, I confess, is grievous and discouraging. I ought, however, to be candid enough to acknowledge that I have been imprudent. I have spent an estate in books. I have spent a sum of money indiscreetly in a lighter, another in a pew, and a much greater in a house in Boston. These would have been indiscretions, if the impeachment of the Judges,4 the Boston Port Bill, etc., etc., had never happened; but by the unfortunate interruption of my business from these causes, those indiscretions became almost fatal to me; to be sure, much more detrimental.

John Lowell,5 at Newburyport, has built himself a house like the palace of a nobleman, and lives in great splendor. His business is very profitable. In short, every lawyer who has the least appearance of abilities makes it do in the country. In town, nobody does, or ever can, who either is not obstinately determined never to have any connection with politics, or does not engage on the side of the Government, the Administration, and the Court.

Let us, therefore, my dear partner, from that affection which we feel for our lovely babes, apply ourselves, by every way we can, to the cultivation of our farm. Let frugality and industry be our virtues, if they are not of any others. And above all cares of this life, let our ardent anxiety be to mould the minds and manners of our children. Let us teach them not only to do virtuously, but to excel. To excel, they must be taught to be steady, active, and industrious.




3. JOHN ADAMS

York, June 30 1774

I have nothing to do here but to take the air, inquire for news, talk politics, and write letters. This town has the best air I ever breathed. It is very level and there are no mountains or hills to obstruct the free course of the air upon any point of compass for eight or ten miles. It lies upon the sea on the south and has a river running through it. The weather has been inexpressibly fine all this week. The air is as clear, as bright, as springy, as you can conceive. Braintree air is thick and unelastic in comparison of this. What then is that of Boston?

I regret that I cannot have the pleasure of enjoying this fine weather with my family, and upon my farm. Oh, how often am I there! I have but a dull prospect before me. I have no hope of reaching Braintree under a fortnight from this day, if I should in twenty days.

I regret my absence from the county of Suffolk this week on another account. If I was there, I could converse with the gentlemen who are bound with me to Philadelphia;1 I could turn the course of my reading and studies to such subjects of Law, and Politics, and Commerce, as may come in play at the Congress. I might be furbishing up my old reading in Law and History, that I might appear with less indecency before a variety of gentlemen, whose educations, travels, experience, family, fortune, and everything will give them a vast superiority to me, and I fear to some of my companions.

This town of York is a curiosity, in several views. The people here are great idolaters of the memory of their former minister, Mr. Moody. Dr. Sayward2 says, and the rest of them generally think, that Mr. Moody was one of the greatest men and best saints who have lived since the days of the Apostles. He had an ascendency and authority over the people here, as absolute as that of any prince in Europe, not excepting his Holiness.

This he acquired by a variety of means. In the first place, he settled in the place without any contract. His professed principle was that no man should be hired to preach the gospel, but that the minister should depend upon the charity, generosity, and  benevolence of the people. This was very flattering to their pride, and left room for their ambition to display itself in an emulation among them which should be most bountiful and ministerial.

In the next place, he acquired the character of firm trust in Providence. A number of gentlemen came in one day, when they had nothing in the house. His wife was very anxious, they say, and asked him what they should do. “Oh, never fear; trust Providence, make a fire in the oven, and you will have something.” Very soon a variety of everything that was good was sent in, and by one o’clock they had a splendid dinner.

He had also the reputation of enjoying intimate communication with the Deity, and of having a great interest in the Court of Heaven by his prayers.

He always kept his musket in order, and was fond of hunting. On a time, they say, he was out of provisions. There came along two wild geese. He takes gun and cries, “If it please God I kill both, I will send the fattest to the poorest person in this parish.” He shot, and killed both; ordered them plucked, and then sent the fattest to a poor widow, leaving the other, which was a very poor one, at home,—to the great mortification of his lady. But his maxim was, Perform unto the Lord thy vow.

But the best story I have heard yet was his doctrine in a sermon from this text: “Lord, what shall we do?” The doctrine was that when a person or people are in a state of perplexity, and know not what to do, they ought never to do they know not what. This is applicable to the times.

He brought his people into a remarkable submission and subjection to their spiritual rulers, which continues to this day. Their present parson3 does and says what he pleases, is a great Tory, and as odd as Moody.




4. JOHN ADAMS

York, 1 July 1774

I am so idle that I have not an easy moment without my pen in my hand. My time might have been improved to some purpose in mowing grass, raking hay, or hoeing corn, weeding carrots, picking or shelling pease. Much better should I have been employed in schooling my children, in teaching them to write, cipher, Latin, French, English, and Greek.

I sometimes think I must come to this—to be the foreman upon my own farm and the schoolmaster to my own children. I confess myself to be full of fears that the ministry and their friends and instruments will prevail, and crush the cause and friends of liberty. The minds of that party are so filled with prejudices against me that they will take all advantages, and do me all the damage they can. These thoughts have their turns in my mind, but in general my hopes are predominant.

In a trial of a cause here to-day, some facts were mentioned, which are worth writing to you. It was sworn, by Dr. Lyman, Elder [John] Bradbury, and others, that there had been a number of instances in this town of fatal accidents, happening from sudden noises striking the ears of babes and young children. A gun was fired near one child, as likely as any; the child fell immediately into fits, which impaired his reason, and is still living an idiot. Another child was sitting on a chamber floor. A man rapped suddenly and violently on the boards, which made the floor under the child [sound?]. The child was so startled, and frightened, that it fell into fits, which never were cured.

Dr. Gardiner,1 arrived here to-day from Boston, brings us news of a battle at the town meeting, between Whigs and Tories, in which the Whigs, after a day and a half’s obstinate engagement, were finally victorious by two to one. He says the Tories are preparing a flaming protest.

I am determined to be cool, if I can. I have suffered such torments in my mind heretofore as have almost overpowered my constitution, without any advantage. And now I will laugh and be easy if I can, let the contest of parties terminate as it will, let my own estate and interest suffer what it will, nay, whether I stand high or low in the estimation of the world, so long as I keep a conscience void of offense towards God and man. And this I am determined by the will of God to do, let what will become of me or mine, my country or the world.

I shall arouse myself erelong, I believe, and exert an industry, a frugality, a hard labor, that will serve my family, if I can’t serve my country. I will not lie down in despair. If I cannot serve my children by the law, I will serve them by agriculture, by trade, by  some way or other. I thank God I have a head, and heart, and hands, which, if once fully exerted altogether, will succeed in the world as well as those of the mean-spirited, low-minded, fawning, obsequious scoundrels who have long hoped that my integrity would be an obstacle in my way, and enable them to outstrip me in the race.

But what I want in comparison of them of villainy and servility, I will make up in industry and capacity. If I don’t, they shall laugh and triumph. I will not willingly see blockheads, whom I have a right to despise, elevated above me and insolently triumphing over me. Nor shall knavery, through any negligence of mine, get the better of honesty, nor ignorance of knowledge, nor folly of wisdom, nor vice of virtue.

I must entreat you, my dear partner in all the joys and sorrows, prosperity and adversity of my life, to take a part with me in the struggle. I pray God for your health—entreat you to rouse your whole attention to the family, the stock, the farm, the dairy. Let every article of expense which can possibly be spared be retrenched; keep the hands attentive to their business, and the most prudent measures of every kind be adopted and pursued with alacrity and spirit.




5. JOHN ADAMS

York, 2 July 1774

I have concluded to mount my horse to-morrow morning at four, and ride to Wells to hear my old worthy, learned, ingenious friend Hemmenway,1 whom I never was yet so happy as to hear. Mr. Winthrop2 agrees to be my company. Wells is about fifteen miles from this place; from thence we propose to ride after the evening service is over to Saco, i.e., Biddeford, which is about thirty miles from here, which will leave us an easy journey to Falmouth for Monday.

Mr. Winthrop tells me that he has heard the late Governor Hutchinson,3 while he was Chief Justice, frequently say for seven years together, that Salem was the most proper, convenient, and suitable place in the province for the seat of government; that he frequently complimented the gentlemen of Salem  with the happiness and convenience of their situation for the seat of government, and with his prophecies that it would certainly be made such in a course of years. I mentioned this to Judge Trowbridge,4 and he told me that he himself remembered to have heard him say the same thing. I am very much mistaken if I have not heard him say so too. And I remember I happened to be with Kent when he carried to Judge Lynde5 his commission as Chief Justice, and Judge Lynde entertained me for some time with conversation about making Salem the seat of government, and with the probable effects of such a measure; one of which he said would be a translation of a great part of the trade from Boston to Salem. But he said he did not want to have troops in Salem.

Now let any one who knows these anecdotes judge who was the suggester, planner, and promoter of this wrongheaded and iniquitous measure.

Safford, my barber, tells me, that his Minister Lyman is bribed to be a Tory. He says that whenever Deacon Sayward has a vessel arrive, he sends the parson ten gallons of rum, two or three hundred of sugar, ten gallons of wine, a barrel of flour, etc., etc., etc. He says “he thinks that all Toryism grows out of bribery.” I thought the barber’s observation as just and as memorable as Parson Moody’s doctrine “that when men knew not what to do, they ought not to do they knew not what.”

I write you this tittle-tattle, my dear, in confidence. You must keep these letters to yourself, and communicate them with great caution and reserve. I should advise you to put them up safe and preserve them. They may exhibit to our posterity a kind of picture of the manners, opinions, and principles of these times of perplexity, danger, and distress.

Deacon Sayward said at table this week in my hearing that there was but one point in which he differed in opinion from the late Governor Hutchinson, and that was with regard to the reality of witchcraft and the existence of witches. The Governor, he said, would not allow there was any such thing. The Deacon said he was loath to differ from him in anything; he had so great a regard for him and his opinions, that he was willing to give up almost everything rather than differ with him. But in this he could not see with him.

Such is the cant of this artful, selfish, hypocritical man.

Pray remember me to my dear little babes, whom I long to see running to meet me and climb up upon me under the smiles of their mother.




6. JOHN ADAMS

Littlefield’s, at Wells, 3 July 1774

Mr. Winthrop, Mr. Quincy,1 and I came this morning from York before breakfast, fifteen miles, in order to hear my learned friend Hemmenway. Mr. Quincy brought me a letter from Williams,2 in which he lets me know that you and the family were well. This is very refreshing news.

Patten’s, at Arundel, 4 July

We went to meeting at Wells and had the pleasure of hearing my friend upon “Be not partakers in other men’s sins. Keep yourselves pure.” Mr. Hemmenway came and kindly invited us to dine, but we had engaged a dinner at Littlefield’s, so we returned there, dined, and took our horses to meeting in the afternoon and heard the minister again upon “Seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.” There is a great pleasure in hearing sermons so serious, so clear, so sensible and instructive as these.

We went to Mr. Hemmenway’s, and as it rained a little he put out our horses, and we took a bed with him, i.e., Mr. Winthrop and I.

You know I never get or save anything by cozening or class-mating. So I gave pistareens3 enough among the children and servants to have paid twice for my entertainment.

Josiah Quincy,4 always impetuous and vehement, would not stop, but drove forward; I suppose, that he might get upon the fishing ground before his brother Sam and me. I find that the divines and lawyers this way are all Tories. Brother Hemmenway is as impartial as any I have seen or heard of. James Sullivan seems half inclined to be a Whig.

Mr. Winthrop has been just making some observations which I think worth sending to you. Upon reading an observation in  the Farmer’s fourth letter,5 that some of our (the Massachusetts) resolves and publications had better have been suppressed, Mr. Winthrop said that many things in our newspapers ought to have been suppressed, for example, whenever there was the least popular commotion or disturbance, it was instantly put in all the newspapers in this province. But in all the other provinces they took care to conceal and suppress every such thing.

Another thing, he says we ought to avoid all paragraphs in our papers about our own manufactures, especially all vaporing puffing advertisements about them, because such paragraphs only tend to provoke the ministers, merchants, and manufacturers in England to confine and restrain or prohibit our manufactures. But our presses in Boston, Salem, and Newburyport are under no regulation, nor any judicious, prudent care. Therefore it seems impracticable to keep out such imprudences. The printers are hot, indiscreet men, and they are under the influence of others as hot, rash, and injudicious as themselves, very often.

For my own part, it has long been my resolution to avoid being concerned in counseling, or aiding, or abetting any tumult or disorder; to avoid all exceptionable scribbling in the newspaper of every kind; to avoid all passion and personal altercation or reflections. I have found it difficult to keep these resolutions exactly; all but the last, however, I have religiously and punctiliously observed these six years.

5 July, Tuesday Morning

Arrived last evening at Falmouth, and procured a new place to lodge at, Mrs. Euston’s. Quincy and I have taken a bed together. My brother Neg Freeman6 came to pay his respects to me and to invite me to a bed in his house; but I was fixed before, and therefore thanked him and excused myself. It is a very neat house where we sleep. The desk and table shine like mirrors. The floors are clean and white and nicely sanded, etc.

But when shall I get home? This tedious journey will produce me very little profit. I never saw Falmouth before with such lean expectations and empty pockets. I am much concerned for my family. These Acts of Parliament and ministerial manoeuvres will injure me both in my property and business as much as any person whatever in proportion.




7. JOHN ADAMS

Falmouth, 5 July 1774

I can’t be easy without my pen in my hand, yet I know not what to write.

I have this morning heard a dialogue between Will Gardiner and a Captain Pote,1 of Falmouth. Gardiner says he can’t subscribe the non-consumption agreement2 because he has a hundred men coming from England to settle upon Kennebeck River, and he must supply them, which he can’t do without English goods. That agreement he says may do at Boston, but not in the Eastern country. Pote said he never would sign it, and railed away at Boston mobs, drowning tea, and tarring Malcom.3

James Sullivan at dinner told us a story or two. One member of the General Court, he said, as they came down stairs after their dissolution at Salem said to him, “Though we are killed, we died scrabbling, did not we?”

This is not very witty, I think.

Another story was of a piece of wit of brother Porter,4 of Salem. He came upon the floor and asked a member, “What state are you in now?” The member answered, “In a state of nature.” “Aye,” says Porter, “and you will be damned before you will get into a state of grace.”

6 July

I spent an hour last evening at Mr. Wyer’s, with Judge Cushing.5  Wyer’s father, who has a little place in the customs, came in. He began upon politics, and told us that Mr. Smith had a fast last week which he attended. Mr. Gilman6 preached, he said, part of the day, and told them that the judgments of God upon the land were in consequence of the mobs and riots which had prevailed in the country; and then turning to me old Wyer said, “What do you think of that, Mr. Adams?”

I answered, “I can’t say but mobs and violence may have been one cause of our calamities. I am inclined to think that they do come in for a share; but there are many other causes. Did not Mr. Gilman mention bribery and corruption as another cause? He ought to have been impartial, and pointed out the venality  which prevails in the land as a cause, as well as tumults.” “I think he did,” says Wyer. I might have pursued my inquiry, whether he did not mention universal pilfering, robbery, and picking of pockets which prevails in the land,—as every man’s pocket upon the continent is picked every day by taking from him duties without his consent. I might have inquired whether he mentioned the universal spirit of debauchery, dissipation, luxury, effeminacy, and gaming, which the late ministerial measures are introducing, etc., etc., etc., but I forbore.

How much profaneness, lewdness, intemperance, etc., have been introduced by the army and navy and revenue; how much servility, venality, artifice, and hypocrisy have been introduced among the ambitious and avaricious by the British politics of the last ten years. In short the original faulty causes of all the vices which have been introduced are the political innovations of the last ten years. This is no justification and a poor excuse for the girls who have been debauched, and for the injustice which has been committed in some riots; but surely the soldiers, sailors, and excisemen who have occasioned these vices ought not to reproach those they have corrupted. These Tories act the part of the devil. They tempt men and women into sin and then reproach them for it, and become soon their tormentors for it. A tempter and tormentor is the character of the devil. Hutchinson, Oliver,7 and others of their circle, who for their own ends of ambition and avarice have pursued, promoted, encouraged, counseled, aided, and abetted the taxation of America, have been the real tempters of their countrymen and women into all the vices, sins, crimes, and follies which that taxation has occasioned. And now by themselves and their friends, dependents, and votaries, they are reproaching those very men and women with those vices and follies, sins and crimes.

There is not a sin which prevails more universally and has prevailed longer than prodigality in furniture, equipage, apparel, and diet. And I believe that this vice, this sin, has as large a share in drawing down the judgments of Heaven as any. And perhaps the punishment that is inflicted may work medicinally and cure the disease.




8. JOHN ADAMS

Falmouth, 6 July 1774

Mobs are the trite topic of declamation and invective among all the ministerial people far and near. They are grown universally learned in the nature, tendency, and consequences of them, and very elegant and pathetic in descanting upon them. They are sources of all kinds of evils, vices, and crimes, they say. They give rise to profaneness, intemperance, thefts, robberies, murders, and treason. Cursing, swearing, drunkenness, gluttony, lewdness, trespasses, maims, are necessarily involved in them and occasioned by them. Besides, they render the populace, the rabble, the scum of the earth, insolent and disorderly, impudent and abusive. They give rise to lying, hypocrisy, chicanery, and even perjury among the people, who are driven to such artifice and crimes to conceal themselves and their companions from prosecutions in consequence of them.

This is the picture drawn by the Tory pencil; and it must be granted to be a likeness. But this is declamation. What consequence is to be drawn from this description? Shall we submit to Parliamentary taxation to avoid mobs? Will not Parliamentary taxation, if established, occasion vices, crimes, and follies infinitely more numerous, dangerous, and fatal to the community? Will not Parliamentary taxation, if established, raise a revenue unjustly and wrongfully? If this revenue is scattered by the hand of corruption among the public officers and magistrates and rulers in the community, will it not propagate vices more numerous, more malignant and pestilential among them? Will it not render magistrates servile and fawning to their vicious superiors, and insolent and tyrannical to their inferiors? Are insolence, abuse, and impudence more tolerable in a magistrate than in a subject? Are they not more constantly and extensively pernicious? And does not the example of vice and folly in magistrates descend and spread downwards among the people?

Besides, is not the insolence of officers and soldiers and seamen, in the army and navy, as mischievous as that of porters, or of sailors in the merchant service? Are not riots raised and made by armed men as bad as those by unarmed? Is not an assault  upon a civil officer, and a rescue of a prisoner from lawful authority, made by soldiers with swords or bayonets, as bad as if made by tradesmen with staves?

Are not the killing of a child by R.,1 and the slaughter of half a dozen citizens by a party of soldiers, as bad as pulling down a house or drowning a cargo of tea, even if both should be allowed to be unlawful? Parties may go on declaiming, but it is not easy to say which party has excited most riots, which has published most libels, which has propagated most slander and defamation? Verbal scandal has been propagated in great abundance by both parties; but there is this difference, that one party have enjoyed almost all public offices, and therefore their defamation has been spread among the people more secretly, more maliciously, and more effectually. It has gone with greater authority, and been scattered by instruments more industrious. The ministerial newspapers have swarmed with as numerous and as malicious libels as the antiministerial ones. Fleet’s paper, “Mein’s Chronicle,”2  etc., etc., have been as virulent as any that was ever in the province. These bickerings of opposite parties, and their mutual reproaches, their declamations, their sing-song, their triumphs and defiances, their dismals and prophecies, are all delusion.

We very seldom hear any solid reasoning. I wish always to discuss the question without all painting, pathos, rhetoric, or flourish of every kind. And the question seems to me to be, whether the American colonies are to be considered as a distinct community so far as to have a right to judge for themselves when the fundamentals of their government are destroyed or invaded, or whether they are to be considered as a part of the whole British empire, the whole English nation, so far as to be bound in honor, conscience, or interest by the general sense of the whole nation. However, if this was the rule, I believe it is very far from the general sense of the whole nation, that America should be taxed by the British parliament. If the sense of the whole of the empire could be fairly and truly collected, it would appear, I believe, that a great majority would be against taxing us against or without our consent. It is very certain that the sense of parliament is not the sense of the empire, nor a sure indication of it.

But, if all other parts of the empire were agreed unanimously in the propriety and rectitude of taxing us, this would not bind  us. It is a fundamental, inherent, and unalienable right of the people, that they have some check, influence, or control in their supreme legislature. If the right of taxation is conceded to Parliament, the Americans have no check or influence at all left.

This reasoning never was nor can be answered.




9. JOHN ADAMS

Falmouth, 6 July 1774

Our Justice Hutchinson1 is eternally giving his political hints. In a cause this morning, somebody named Captain Mackay as a referee. I said, “An honest man?” “Yes,” says Hutchinson, “he’s an honest man, only misled”—“he, he, he!”—blinking and grinning. At dinner today somebody mentioned determinations in the Lord’s House (the Court sits in the meeting-house). “I’ve known many very bad determinations in the Lord’s house of late,” says he, meaning a fling upon the clergy. He is perpetually flinging about the Fasts, and ironically talking about getting home to the Fast. A gentleman told me that he had heard him say frequently that the Fast was perfect blasphemy. “Why don’t you pay for the tea? Refuse to pay for the tea! and go to fasting and praying for direction! Perfect blasphemy!”

This is the moderation, candor, impartiality, prudence, patience, forbearance, and condescension of our Judge.

Samuel Quincy said yesterday, as Josiah told me, he was for staying at home and not going to meeting as they, i.e., the meetings, are so managed.

Such is the bitterness and rancor, the malice and revenge, the pride and vanity, which prevail in these men. And such minds are possessed of all the power of the province.

Samuel makes no fortune this court. There is very little business here, it is true, but S. gets but very little of that little—less than anybody.

Wyer retains his old good nature and good humor, his wit, such as it is, and his fancy, with its mildness. Bradbury retains his anxiety, and his plaintive, angry manner; David Sewall his softness and conceited modesty.

Bradbury and Sewall always roast Dr. Gardiner at these  courts, but they have done it more now than usual, as Gardiner had not me to protect him. See how I think of myself!

I believe it is time to think a little about my family and farm. The fine weather we have had for eight or ten days past I hope has been carefully improved to get in my hay. It is a great mortification to me that I could not attend every step of their progress in mowing, making, and carting. I long to see what burden. But I long more still to see to the procuring more sea-weed, and marsh mud, and sand, etc.

However, my prospect is interrupted again. I shall have no time. I must prepare for a journey to Philadelphia, a long journey indeed! But if the length of the journey were all, it would be no burden. But the consideration of what is to be done is of great weight. Great things are wanted to be done, and little things only I fear can be done. I dread the thought of the Congress’ falling short of the expectations of the continent, but especially of the people of this province.

Vapors avaunt! I will do my duty, and leave the event. If I have the approbation of my own mind, whether applauded or censured, blessed or cursed, by the world, I will not be unhappy.

Certainly I shall enjoy good company, good conversation, and shall have a fine ride and see a little more of the world than I have seen before.

I think it will be necessary to make me up a couple of pieces of new linen. I am told they wash miserably at New York, the Jerseys, and Philadelphia too in comparison of Boston, and am advised to carry a great deal of linen. Whether to make me a suit of new clothes at Boston or to make them at Philadelphia, and what to make, I know not, nor do I know how I shall go—whether on horseback, in a curricle, a phaeton, or altogether in a stagecoach I know not.

The letters I have written, or may write, my dear, must be kept secret, or at least shown with great caution. Mr. Fairservice goes tomorrow: by him shall send a packet. Kiss my dear babes for me.

Your JOHN ADAMS

 

I believe I forgot to tell you one anecdote. When first came to this house it was late in the afternoon, and I had ridden thirty-five miles at least. “Madam,” said I to Mrs. Huston, “is it lawful for a weary traveller to refresh himself with a dish of tea, provided it has been honestly smuggled, or paid no duties?” “No, sir,” said she, “we have renounced all tea in this place, but I’ll make you coffee.” Accordingly I have drank coffee every afternoon since, and have borne it very well. Tea must be universally renounced, and I must be weaned, and the sooner the better.




10. JOHN ADAMS

Falmouth, 7 July 1774

Have you seen a list of the addressers of the late Governor?1  There is one abroad, with the character, profession, or occupation of each person against his name. I have never seen it, but Judge Brown says against the name of Andrew Faneuil Phillips is “Nothing.” And that Andrew, when he first heard of it, said, “Better be nothing with one side than everything with the other.”

This was witty and smart, whether Andrew said it or what is more likely, it was made for him. A notion prevails among all parties that it is politest and genteelest to be on the side of administration; that the better sort, the wiser few, are on one side, and that the multitude, the vulgar, the herd, the rabble, the mob only, are on the other. So difficult is it for the frail, feeble mind of man to shake itself loose from all prejudice and habits. However, Andrew or his prompter is perfectly right in his judgment, and will finally be proved to be, so that the lowest on the Tory scale will make it more for his interest than the highest on the Whiggish. And as long as a man adheres immovably to his own interest and has understanding or luck enough to secure and promote it, he will have the character of a man of sense, and will be respected by a selfish world. I know of no better reason for it than this, that most men are conscious that they aim at their own interest only, and that if they fail it is owing to short sight or ill luck, and therefore they can’t blame, but secretly applaud, admire, and sometimes envy those whose capacities have proved greater and fortunes more prosperous.

I am engaged in a famous cause,—the cause of King, of Scarborough, 2 versus a mob that broke into his house and rifled his papers and terrified him, his wife, children and servants in the  night. The terror and distress, the distraction and horror of his family cannot be described by words or painted upon canvas. It is enough to move a statue, to melt a heart of stone, to read the story. A mind susceptible of the feelings of humanity, a heart which can be touched with sensibility for human misery and wretchedness, must reluct, must burn with resentment and indignation at such outrageous injuries. These private mobs I do and will detest. If popular commotions can be justified in opposition to attacks upon the Constitution, it can be only when fundamentals are invaded, nor then unless for absolute necessity, and with great caution. But these tarrings and featherings, this breaking open houses by rude and insolent rabble in resentment for private wrongs, or in pursuance of private prejudices and passions, must be discountenanced. It cannot be even excused upon any principle which can be entertained by a good citizen, a worthy member of society.

Dined with Mr. Collector Francis Waldo, Esquire,3 in company with Mr. Winthrop, the two Quincys, and the two Sullivans, all very social and cheerful—full of politics. S. Quincy’s tongue ran as fast as anybody’s. He was clear in it, that the House of Commons had no right to take money out of our pockets more than any foreign state; repeated large paragraphs from a publication of Mr. Burke’s in 1766, and large paragraphs from Junius Americanus, 4 etc. This is to talk and to shine before persons who have no capacity of judging, and who do not know that he is ignorant of every rope in the ship.

I shan’t be able to get away till next week. I am concerned only in two or three cases, and none of them are come on yet. Such an Eastern circuit I never made. I shall bring home as much as I brought from home, I hope, and not much more, I fear. I go mourning in my heart all the day long, though I say nothing. I am melancholy for the public and anxious for my family. As for myself, a frock and trousers, a hoe and a spade would do for my remaining days.

For God’s sake make your children hardy, active, and industrious; for strength, activity and industry will be their only resource and dependence.




11. JOHN ADAMS

9 July 1774

I never enjoyed better health in any of my journeys, but this has been the most irksome, the most gloomy and melancholy I ever made. I cannot with all my philosophy and Christian resignation keep up my spirits. The dismal prospect before me, my family, and my country, is too much for my fortitude. 



“Bear me, some god! Oh quickly bear me hence, 
To wholesome solitude, the nurse of sense; 
Where Contemplation prunes her ruffled wings, 
And the free soul looks down to pity kings.”1


 

The day before yesterday a gentleman came and spoke to me, asked me to dine with him on Saturday; said he was very sorry I had not better lodgings in town; desired, if I came to town again, I would take a bed at his house and make his house my home; I should always be very welcome. I told him I had not the pleasure of knowing him. He said his name was Codman.2 I said I was very much obliged to him, but I was very well accommodated where I lodged. I had a clean bed and a very neat house, a chamber to myself, and everything I wanted.

Saturday, I dined with him, in company with Brigadier Preble, Major Freeman3 and his son, etc., and a very genteel dinner we had. Salt fish and all its apparatus, roast chickens, bacon, pease, as fine a salad as ever was made, and a rich meat pie. Tarts and custards, etc., good wine, and as good punch as ever you made. A large, spacious, elegant house, yard, and garden; I thought I had got into the palace of a nobleman. After dinner, when I was obliged to come away, he renewed his invitation to me to make his house my home whenever I shall come to town again.

Friday I dined with Colonel, Sheriff, alias Bill Tyng.4 Mrs. Ross and her daughter Mrs. Tyng dined with us, and the court and clerk, and some of the bar. At table we were speaking about Captain MacCarty,5 which led to the African trade. Judge Trowbridge said, “That was a very humane and Christian trade, to be sure, that of making slaves.” “Aye,” says I, “it makes no great  odds; it is a trade that almost all mankind have been concerned in, all over the globe, since Adam, more or less, in one way and another.” This occasioned a laugh.

At another time Judge Trowbridge said, “It seems, by Colonel Barré’s speeches, that Mr. Otis has acquired honor by releasing his damages to Robinson.”6 “Yes,” says I, “he has acquired honor with all generations.” Trowbridge: “He did not make much profit, I think.” Adams: “True, but the less profit, the more honor. He was a man of honor and generosity, and those who think he was mistaken will pity him.”

Thus you see how foolish I am. I cannot avoid exposing myself before these high folks; my feelings will at times overcome my modesty and reserve, my prudence, policy, and discretion. I have a zeal at my heart for my country and her friends, which I cannot smother or conceal; it will burn out at times and in companies where it ought to be latent in my breast. This zeal will prove fatal to the fortune and felicity of my family, if it is not regulated by a cooler judgment than mine has hitherto been. Colonel Otis’s phrase7 is, “The zeal-pot boils over.”

I am to wait upon brother Bradbury to meeting to-day, and to dine with brother Wyer. When I shall get home, I know not, but if possible, it shall be before next Saturday night. I long for that time to come, when my dear wife and my charming little prattlers will embrace me.

Your JOHN ADAMS




12. ABIGAIL ADAMS

Braintree, 15 August 1774

I know not where this will find you, whether upon the road or at Philadelphia, but wherever it is, I hope it will find you in good health and spirits. Your journey, I imagine, must have been very tedious from the extreme heat of the weather and the dustiness of the roads. We are burnt up with the drought, having had no rain since you left us, nor is there the least appearance of any.

I was much gratified upon the return of some of your friends from Watertown,1 who gave me an account of your social dinner and friendly parting. May your return merit and meet with the  grateful acknowledgments of every well-wisher to their country. Your task is difficult and important. Heaven direct and prosper you. I find from Mr. A——r, of B——r,2 that the Chief Justice is determined to take his seat and that the court shall proceed to business if possible; even though the sheriff should be obliged to return no other but the late addressers. He talks as he always used to; sometimes one thing, sometimes another; pretends the money would not be collected in that town for the Congress if he had not exerted himself, though it seems he stayed till the eleventh hour, and it did not get to town before you left it. I found by a hint he dropped that he used all his influence to suppress the non-consumption agreement which some of them had drawn up to sign, and that he has enlisted himself entirely under the influence of the Chief Justice. He also expresses great bitterness against C——l W——n, of P——h,3 for encouraging young Morton4 to settle there; seems gratified with the thought of his losing his place, etc.

So much for politics. Now for our own domestic affairs. Mr. Rice came this afternoon. He and Mr. Thaxter are settled over at the office. Crosby5 has given up the school, and as it is to move to the other parish Mr. Rice cannot have it. I must therefore agree with them to take the care of John and school him with them, which will perhaps be better for him than going to the town school.

I shall reckon over every week as they pass, and rejoice at every Saturday evening. I hope to hear from you by Mr. Cunningham 6 when he returns, though I know not when that will be; but he was so kind as to send me word that he was going and would take a letter for me.

Our little ones send their duty to their papa, and that which at all times and in all places evermore attends you is the most affectionate regard of your ABIGAIL ADAMS




13. ABIGAIL ADAMS

Braintree, 19 August 1774

The great distance between us makes the time appear very long to me. It seems already a month since you left me. The great anxiety I feel for my country, for you, and for our family renders the day tedious and the night unpleasant. The rocks and quicksands appear upon every side. What course you can or will take is all wrapped in the bosom of futurity. Uncertainty and expectation leave the mind great scope. Did ever any kingdom or state regain its liberty, when once it was invaded, without bloodshed? I cannot think of it without horror. Yet we are told that all the misfortunes of Sparta were occasioned by their too great solicitude for present tranquillity, and, from an excessive love of peace, they neglected the means of making it sure and lasting. They ought to have reflected, says Polybius,1 that, “as there is nothing more desirable or advantageous than peace, when founded in justice and honor, so there is nothing more shameful, and at the same time more pernicious, when attained by bad measures and purchased at the price of liberty.” I have received a most charming letter from our friend Mrs. Warren.2 She desires me to tell you that her best wishes attend you through your journey, both as a friend and a patriot,—hopes you will have no uncommon difficulties to surmount, or hostile movements to impede you, but, if the Locrians3 should interrupt you, she hopes that you will beware, that no future annals may say you chose an ambitious Philip for your leader, who subverted the noble order of the American Amphictyons, and built up a monarchy on the ruins of the happy institution.

I have taken a very great fondness for reading Rollin’s Ancient History4 since you left me. I am determined to go through with it, if possible, in these my days of solitude. I find great pleasure and entertainment from it, and I have persuaded Johnny to read me a page or two every day, and hope he will, from his desire to oblige me, entertain a fondness for it. We have had a charming rain, which lasted twelve hours and has greatly revived the dying fruits of the earth.

I want much to hear from you. I long impatiently to have you upon the stage of action. The first of September, or the month of September, perhaps, may be of as much importance to Great Britain as the Ides of March were to Caesar. I wish you every public as well as private blessing, and that wisdom which is profitable both for instruction and edification, to conduct you in this  difficult day. The little flock remember papa, and kindly wish to see him; so does your most affectionate

ABIGAIL ADAMS




14. JOHN ADAMS

Princeton, New Jersey, 28 August 1774

I received your kind letter at New York, and it is not easy for you to imagine the pleasure it has given me. I have not found a single opportunity to write since I left Boston, excepting by the post, and I don’t choose to write by that conveyance, for fear of foul play. But as we are now within forty-two miles of Philadelphia, I hope there to find some private hand by which I can convey this.

The particulars of our journey I must reserve, to be communicated after my return. It would take a volume to describe the whole. It has been upon the whole an agreeable jaunt. We have had opportunities to see the world and to form acquaintances with the most eminent and famous men in the several colonies we have passed through. We have been treated with unbounded civility, complaisance, and respect. We yesterday visited Nassau Hall College,1 and were politely treated by the scholars, tutors, professors, and president, whom we are this day to hear preach. To-morrow we reach the theatre of action. God Almighty grant us wisdom and virtue sufficient for the high trust that is devolved upon us. The spirit of the people, wherever we have been, seems to be very favorable. They universally consider our cause as their own, and express the firmest resolution to abide by the determination of the Congress.

I am anxious for our perplexed, distressed province; hope they will be directed into the right path. Let me entreat you, my dear, to make yourself as easy and quiet as possible. Resignation to the will of Heaven is our only resource in such dangerous times. Prudence and caution should be our guides. I have the strongest hopes that we shall yet see a clearer sky and better times.

Remember my tender love to little Nabby; tell her she must write me a letter and inclose it in the next you send. I am charmed  with your amusement with our little Johnny. Tell him I am glad to hear he is so good a boy as to read to his mamma for her entertainment, and to keep himself out of the company of rude children. Tell him I hope to hear a good account of his accidence 2 and nomenclature when I return. Remember me to all inquiring friends, particularly to uncle Quincy, your papa and family, and Dr. Tufts3 and family. Mr. Thaxter, I hope, is a good companion in your solitude. Tell him, if he devotes his soul and body to his books, I hope, notwithstanding the darkness of these days, he will not find them unprofitable sacrifices in future. I have received three very obliging letters from Tudor, Trumbull, and Hill.4 They have cheered us in our wanderings and done us much service. My compliments to Mr. Wibird5 and Colonel Quincy, when you see them.

Your account of the rain refreshed me. I hope our husbandry is prudently and industriously managed. Frugality must be our support. Our expenses in this journey will be very great. Our only reward will be the consolatory reflection that we toil, spend our time, and tempt dangers for the public good—happy indeed if we do any good.

The education of our children is never out of my mind. Train them to virtue. Habituate them to industry, activity, and spirit. Make them consider every vice as shameful and unmanly. Fire them with ambition to be useful. Make them disdain to be destitute of any useful or ornamental knowledge or accomplishment. Fix their ambition upon great and solid objects, and their contempt upon little, frivolous, and useless ones. It is time, my dear, for you to begin to teach them French. Every decency, grace, and honesty should be inculcated upon them.

I have kept a few minutes by way of journal,6 which shall be your entertainment when I come home; but we have had so many persons and so various characters to converse with, and so many objects to view, that I have not been able to be so particular as I could wish. I am, with the tenderest affection and concern,

Your wandering JOHN ADAMS
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