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The Pulitzer Prize–winning, bestselling biography of America’s founding father and second
president that was the basis for the acclaimed HBO series, brilliantly told by master historian
David McCullough.In this powerful, epic biography, David McCullough unfolds the adventurous
life journey of John Adams, the brilliant, fiercely independent, often irascible, always honest
Yankee patriot who spared nothing in his zeal for the American Revolution; who rose to become
the second president of the United States and saved the country from blundering into an
unnecessary war; who was learned beyond all but a few and regarded by some as “out of his
senses”; and whose marriage to the wise and valiant Abigail Adams is one of the moving love
stories in American history.This is history on a grand scale—a book about politics and war and
social issues, but also about human nature, love, religious faith, virtue, ambition, friendship, and
betrayal, and the far-reaching consequences of noble ideas. Above all, John Adams is an
enthralling, often surprising story of one of the most important and fascinating Americans who
ever lived.

UnknownGordon S. Wood The New York Review of Books By far the best biography of Adams
ever written...McCullough's special gift as an artist is his ability to re-create past human beings
in all their fullness and all their humanity. In John and Abigail he has found characters worthy of
his talent.Walter Isaacson Time A masterwork of storytelling.Michiko Kakutani The New York
Times Lucid and compelling...[Written] in a fluent narrative style that combines a novelist's
sense of drama with a scholar's meticulous attention to the historical record.Marie Arana The
Washington Post McCullough is one of our most gifted living writers.ReviewMarie Arana The
Washington Post McCullough is one of our most gifted living writers.About the AuthorDavid
McCullough has twice received the Pulitzer Prize, for Truman and John Adams, and twice
received the National Book Award, for The Path Between the Seas and Mornings on Horseback.
His other acclaimed books include The Johnstown Flood, TheGreat Bridge, Brave Companions,
1776, The Greater Journey, The American Spirit, The Wright Brothers, and The Pioneers. He is
the recipient of numerous honors and awards, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom, the
nation’s highest civilian award. Visit DavidMcCullough.com.Left to his own devices, John Adams
might have lived out his days as a Massachusetts country lawyer, devoted to his family and
friends. As it was, events swiftly overtook him, and Adams--who, David McCullough writes, was
"not a man of the world" and not fond of politics--came to greatness as the second president of
the United States, and one of the most distinguished of a generation of revolutionary leaders. He
found reason to dislike sectarian wrangling even more in the aftermath of war, when Federalist
and anti-Federalist factions vied bitterly for power, introducing scandal into an administration
beset by other difficulties--including pirates on the high seas, conflict with France and England,



and all the public controversy attendant in building a nation.Overshadowed by the lustrous
presidents Washington and Jefferson, who bracketed his tenure in office, Adams emerges from
McCullough's brilliant biography as a truly heroic figure--not only for his significant role in the
American Revolution but also for maintaining his personal integrity in its strife-filled aftermath.
McCullough spends much of his narrative examining the troubled friendship between Adams
and Jefferson, who had in common a love for books and ideas but differed on almost every other
imaginable point. Reading his pages, it is easy to imagine the two as alter egos. (Strangely, both
died on the same day, the 50th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence.) But
McCullough also considers Adams in his own light, and the portrait that emerges is altogether
fascinating. --Gregory McNamee--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From
Library JournalThis life of Adams is an extraordinary portrait of an extraordinary man who has
not received his due in America's early political history but whose life work significantly affected
his country's future. McCullough is here following his Pulitzer Prize-winning biography, Truman,
and his subjects have much in common as leaders who struggled to establish their own
presidential identities as they emerged from the shadows of their revered predecessors. The
author paints a portrait of Adams, the patriot, in the fullest sense of the word. The reader is
treated to engaging descriptions and accounts of Washington, Jefferson, and Franklin, among
others, as well as the significant figures in the Adams family: Abigail, John's love and full partner,
and son John Quincy. In tracing Adams's life from childhood through his many critical, heroic,
and selfless acts during the Revolution, his vice presidency under Washington, and his own term
as president, the full measure of Adams a man widely regarded in his time as the equal of
Jefferson, Hamilton, and all of the other Founding Fathers is revealed. This excellent biography
deserves a wide audience. Thomas J. Baldino, Wilkes Univ., Wilkes-Barre, PACopyright 2001
Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From
Publishers WeeklyHere a preeminent master of narrative history takes on the most fascinating of
our founders to create a benchmark for all Adams biographers. With a keen eye for telling detail
and a master storyteller's instinct for human interest, McCullough (Truman; Mornings on
Horseback) resurrects the great Federalist (1735-1826), revealing in particular his restrained,
sometimes off-putting disposition, as well as his political guile. The events McCullough recounts
are well-known, but with his astute marshaling of facts, the author surpasses previous
biographers in depicting Adams's years at Harvard, his early public life in Boston and his role in
the first Continental Congress, where he helped shape the philosophical basis for the
Revolution. McCullough also makes vivid Adams's actions in the second Congress, during
which he was the first to propose George Washington to command the new Continental Army.
Later on, we see Adams bickering with Tom Paine's plan for government as suggested in
Common Sense, helping push through the draft for the Declaration of Independence penned by
his longtime friend and frequent rival, Thomas Jefferson, and serving as commissioner to
France and envoy to the Court of St. James's. The author is likewise brilliant in portraying
Adams's complex relationship with Jefferson, who ousted him from the White House in 1800



and with whom he would share a remarkable death date 26 years later: July 4, 1826, 50 years to
the day after the signing of the Declaration. (June) Forecast: Joseph Ellis has shown us the
Founding Fathers can be bestsellers, and S&S knows it has a winner: first printing is 350,000
copies, and McCullough will go on a 15-city tour; both Book-of-the-Month Club and the History
Book Club have taken this book as a selection.Copyright 2001 Cahners Business Information,
Inc.--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From BooklistJohn Adams and
George H. W. Bush share a unique place in American history: both were presidents themselves,
and both fathered presidents. McCullough's masterpiece of biography--his first book since the
equally distinguished Truman (1992)--brings John Adams pere out from the shadow of his
predecessor in the presidency, the Founding Father George Washington. Of hardy New England
stock and blessed with a happy upbringing, Adams led an adult life that paralleled the American
colonies' movement toward independence and the establishment of the American republic, a
long but inspiring process in which Adams was heavily involved. Adams' historical reputation is
that of a cold, cranky person who couldn't get along with other people; McCullough sees him as
blunt and thin-skinned--and consequently not good at taking criticism--but also as a person of
great intelligence, compassion, and even warmth. According to McCullough, Adams' drive to
succeed influenced nearly every move he made. He was a lawyer by profession, but when
rumblings of self-governance began to stir, Adams' inherent love of personal liberty inevitably
drew him into an important role in what was to come. Interestingly, McCullough avers that Adams
did not view his election to the presidency as the crowning achievement of his career, for he
"was inclined to look back upon the long struggle for independence as the proud defining
chapter." But Adams' greatest accomplishment as president, so he himself believed, was the
peace his administration brought to the land. This is a wonderfully stirring biography; to read it is
to feel as if you are witnessing the birth of a country firsthand. Brad HooperCopyright ©
American Library Association. All rights reserved --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.From Chapter One: The Road to
PhiladelphiaYou cannot be, I know, nor do I wish to see you, an inactive spectator....We have too
many high sounding words, and too few actions that correspond with them.-- Abigail AdamsIIn
the cold, nearly colorless light of a New England winter, two men on horseback traveled the
coast road below Boston, heading north. A foot or more of snow covered the landscape, the
remnants of a Christmas storm that had blanketed Massachusetts from one end of the province
to the other. Beneath the snow, after weeks of severe cold, the ground was frozen solid to a
depth of two feet. Packed ice in the road, ruts as hard as iron, made the going hazardous, and
the riders, mindful of the horses, kept at a walk.Nothing about the harsh landscape differed from
other winters. Nor was there anything to distinguish the two riders, no signs of rank or title, no
liveried retinue bringing up the rear. It might have been any year and they could have been
anybody braving the weather for any number of reasons. Dressed as they were in heavy cloaks,
their hats pulled low against the wind, they were barely distinguishable even from each other,
except that the older, stouter of the two did most of the talking.He was John Adams of Braintree



and he loved to talk. He was a known talker. There were some, even among his admirers, who
wished he talked less. He himself wished he talked less, and he had particular regard for those,
like General Washington, who somehow managed great reserve under almost any
circumstance.John Adams was a lawyer and a farmer, a graduate of Harvard College, the
husband of Abigail Smith Adams, the father of four children. He was forty years old and he was a
revolutionary.Dismounted, he stood five feet seven or eight inches tall -- about "middle size" in
that day -- and though verging on portly, he had a straight-up, square-shouldered stance and
was, in fact, surprisingly fit and solid. His hands were the hands of a man accustomed to pruning
his own trees, cutting his own hay, and splitting his own firewood.In such bitter cold of winter, the
pink of his round, clean-shaven, very English face would all but glow, and if he were hatless or
without a wig, his high forehead and thinning hairline made the whole of the face look rounder
still. The hair, light brown in color, was full about the ears. The chin was firm, the nose sharp,
almost birdlike. But it was the dark, perfectly arched brows and keen blue eyes that gave the face
its vitality. Years afterward, recalling this juncture in his life, he would describe himself as looking
rather like a short, thick Archbishop of Canterbury.As befitting a studious lawyer from Braintree,
Adams was a "plain dressing" man. His oft-stated pleasures were his family, his farm, his books
and writing table, a convivial pipe and cup of coffee (now that tea was no longer acceptable), or
preferably a glass of good Madeira.In the warm seasons he relished long walks and time alone
on horseback. Such exercise, he believed, roused "the animal spirits" and "dispersed
melancholy." He loved the open meadows of home, the "old acquaintances" of rock ledges and
breezes from the sea. From his doorstep to the water's edge was approximately a mile.He was a
man who cared deeply for his friends, who, with few exceptions, were to be his friends for life,
and in some instances despite severe strains. And to no one was he more devoted than to his
wife, Abigail. She was his "Dearest Friend," as he addressed her in letters -- his "best, dearest,
worthiest, wisest friend in the world" -- while to her he was "the tenderest of husbands," her
"good man."John Adams was also, as many could attest, a great-hearted, persevering man of
uncommon ability and force. He had a brilliant mind. He was honest and everyone knew it.
Emphatically independent by nature, hardworking, frugal -- all traits in the New England tradition
-- he was anything but cold or laconic as supposedly New Englanders were. He could be high-
spirited and affectionate, vain, cranky, impetuous, self-absorbed, and fiercely stubborn;
passionate, quick to anger, and all-forgiving; generous and entertaining. He was blessed with
great courage and good humor, yet subject to spells of despair, and especially when separated
from his family or during periods of prolonged inactivity.Ambitious to excel -- to make himself
known -- he had nonetheless recognized at an early stage that happiness came not from fame
and fortune, "and all such things," but from "an habitual contempt of them," as he wrote. He
prized the Roman ideal of honor, and in this, as in much else, he and Abigail were in perfect
accord. Fame without honor, in her view, would be "like a faint meteor gliding through the sky,
shedding only transient light."As his family and friends knew, Adams was both a devout Christian
and an independent thinker, and he saw no conflict in that. He was hardheaded and a man of



"sensibility," a close observer of human folly as displayed in everyday life and fired by an
inexhaustible love of books and scholarly reflection. He read Cicero, Tacitus, and others of his
Roman heroes in Latin, and Plato and Thucydides in the original Greek, which he considered
the supreme language. But in his need to fathom the "labyrinth" of human nature, as he said, he
was drawn to Shakespeare and Swift, and likely to carry Cervantes or a volume of English
poetry with him on his journeys. "You will never be alone with a poet in your pocket," he would tell
his son Johnny.John Adams was not a man of the world. He enjoyed no social standing. He was
an awkward dancer and poor at cards. He never learned to flatter. He owned no ships or glass
factory as did Colonel Josiah Quincy, Braintree's leading citizen. There was no money in his
background, no Adams fortune or elegant Adams homestead like the Boston mansion of John
Hancock.It was in the courtrooms of Massachusetts and on the printed page, principally in the
newspapers of Boston, that Adams had distinguished himself. Years of riding the court circuit
and his brilliance before the bar had brought him wide recognition and respect. And of greater
consequence in recent years had been his spirited determination and eloquence in the cause of
American rights and liberties.That he relished the sharp conflict and theater of the courtroom,
that he loved the esteem that came with public life, no less than he loved "my farm, my family
and goose quill," there is no doubt, however frequently he protested to the contrary. His desire
for "distinction" was too great. Patriotism burned in him like a blue flame. "I have a zeal at my
heart for my country and her friends which I cannot smother or conceal," he told Abigail, warning
that it could mean privation and unhappiness for his family unless regulated by cooler judgment
than his own.In less than a year's time, as a delegate to the Continental Congress at
Philadelphia, he had emerged as one of the most "sensible and forcible" figures in the whole
patriot cause, the "Great and Common Cause," his influence exceeding even that of his better-
known kinsman, the ardent Boston patriot Samuel Adams.He was a second cousin of Samuel
Adams, but "possessed of another species of character," as his Philadelphia friend Benjamin
Rush would explain. "He saw the whole of a subject at a glance, and...was equally fearless of
men and of the consequences of a bold assertion of his opinion....He was a stranger to
dissimulation."It had been John Adams, in the aftermath of Lexington and Concord, who rose in
the Congress to speak of the urgent need to save the New England army facing the British at
Boston and in the same speech called on Congress to put the Virginian George Washington at
the head of the army. That was now six months past. The general had since established a
command at Cambridge, and it was there that Adams was headed. It was his third trip in a week
to Cambridge, and the beginning of a much longer undertaking by horseback. He would ride on
to Philadelphia, a journey of nearly 400 miles that he had made before, though never in such
punishing weather or at so perilous an hour for his country.The man riding with him was Joseph
Bass, a young shoemaker and Braintree neighbor hired temporarily as servant and traveling
companion.The day was Wednesday, January 24, 1776. The temperature, according to records
kept by Adams's former professor of science at Harvard, John Winthrop, was in the low twenties.
At the least, the trip would take two weeks, given the condition of the roads and Adams's



reluctance to travel on the Sabbath.To Abigail Adams, who had never been out of
Massachusetts, the province of Pennsylvania was "that far country," unimaginably distant, and
their separations, lasting months at a time, had become extremely difficult for her."Winter makes
its approaches fast," she had written to John in November. "I hope I shall not be obliged to
spend it without my dearest friend....I have been like a nun in a cloister ever since you went
away."He would never return to Philadelphia without her, he had vowed in a letter from his
lodgings there. But they each knew better, just as each understood the importance of having
Joseph Bass go with him. The young man was a tie with home, a familiar home-face. Once
Adams had resettled in Philadelphia, Bass would return home with the horses, and bring also
whatever could be found of the "common small" necessities impossible to obtain now, with war
at the doorstep.Could Bass bring her a bundle of pins? Abigail had requested earlier, in the
bloody spring of 1775. She was entirely understanding of John's "arduous task." Her
determination that he play his part was quite as strong as his own. They were of one and the
same spirit. "You cannot be, I know, nor do I wish to see you, an inactive spectator," she wrote at
her kitchen table. "We have too many high sounding words, and too few actions that correspond
with them." Unlike the delegates...--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From
AudioFileAs president, John Adams was sandwiched between two Virginians of wide renown,
George Washington and Thomas Jefferson. But as historian and writer David McCullough
shows, Adams was able to stand his own ground, and any neglect of his contribution is our fault,
not his. McCullough, the author of the widely acclaimed and eminently listenable biography
Truman, writes to be heard as well as read. This makes his books a joy to listen to. While the
distinctive-voiced McCullough isn't heard on John Adams, he is replaced by Edward Herrmann,
a veteran reader. His New England accent adds just the right flavor, and his excellent diction
makes the material easy to understand. Adams left a diary, journal, and thousands of letters.
McCullough quotes from them to great effect, and Herrmann reads them as if he had written
them himself. R.C.G. © AudioFile 2001, Portland, Maine-- Copyright © AudioFile, Portland,
Maine --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.Get a FREE ebook when you join our
mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from
Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.Already a subscriber?
Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to
read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.PRAISE FOR JOHN ADAMS“In a
vivid and richly detailed biography, the master historian . . . breathes vigorous life into the story of
the nation’s second president . . . with meticulous research and flawless execution. . . . Within the
epic drama of the American Revolution, McCullough presents the interior story of a man,
reminding us that the Revolution didn’t just happen; people made it happen—none more so than
Adams. Brilliant, irascible, honest, Adams is now known more intimately than any figure of the
founding era.”—Rob Mitchell, The Boston Herald“Absorbing and readable narrative . . . stirring
history . . . vivid storytelling.”—Simon Schama, The New Yorker“An incomparable up-to-date look
at Adams and his family . . . a riches of description and evaluation . . . McCullough has limned
Adams and his relationship with his beloved Abigail so well that our second President has been
elevated to new stature. . . . What McCullough has accomplished would have pleased John
Adams immensely . . . [Adams] is getting his due in this bountiful biography.”—Henry F. Graff,
The New Leader“I’ve been reading biography all my life and this is a gem. The idea of David
McCullough rehabilitating John Adams is irresistible—and this book is astute, moving, all-
encompassing and riveting.”—Ellen V. Futter, President, the American Museum of Natural
History(as quoted in The New York Times)“Vivid . . . McCullough’s characteristically lovely,
cantering prose is particularly suited to this sort of historical storytelling, and in these pages it
seductively plays to all the reader’s senses. . . . lucid and entertaining.”—Margaria Fichtner, The
Miami Herald“John Adams is that rare, solid, scholarly history so well written it’s truly a pleasure
to read.”—Douglas Brinkley, The Boston Globe“The tension between [Adams and Jefferson] is
just one of many great historical dramas played out in McCullough’s engaging and thorough
account.”—People magazine“Carefully researched, lovingly written.”—Pauline Maier, The New
York Times Book Review“Splendid. If nations appointed historians laureate, David McCullough
would surely be ours.”—Edwin M. Yoder Jr., The Washington Post“Superlative . . . brings the
most human and hard-driving of the founders to life before your eyes.”—Mary McGrory, The
Charleston Gazette“[McCullough is] a master storyteller whose sentences flow with sturdy
pacing and seamless grace. . . . John Adams reads very much like a historical novel.”—Gene
Seymour, Newsday“[McCullough] focuses on personalities, bringing his characters vividly to life
while unfolding a story that fairly sweeps his readers along.”—John Rhodehamel, Los Angeles
Times“David McCullough is one of our very best popular historians. He is a thorough researcher.
His prose sings. . . . Added to that in this book is a passionate regard for his subject, for John
Adams and the greatness of his life and works.”—Fritz Lanham, The Houston Chronicle“A
moving, suspenseful account . . . McCullough is one of our great storytellers . . . McCullough



makes the story of the Revolution fresh . . . compelling.”—Elizabeth Cobbs Hoffman, San Diego
Union-Tribune“In this fine biography, [Adams] emerges as both a crucial historical figure and a
vital, thoroughly likeable human being. . . . McCullough combines the historian’s sober analysis
with the novelist’s eye for character. Not only Adams, but Jefferson, Hamilton, Franklin, and
even . . . Washington emerge as vivid and fully fleshed as any characters in fiction.”—Bill Marvel,
American Way“The scholarship of John Adams will disappoint neither professional historians
nor serious readers . . . brilliant.”—Dylan Foley, The Plain Dealer (Cleveland, OH)“The essence
of John Adams [is] perfectly captured in David McCullough’s marvelous new biography. . . .
McCullough . . . is an historian of renown. His great gift is to bring the past absolutely alive.”—
Erica Wagner, The Times (London)“McCullough tells a crackling good yarn . . . we owe him a
great debt of thanks, for he has shown us who we once were—and can be again.”—David
Gergen, U.S. News & World Report“McCullough wonderfully tells the life of this brave,
sometimes vain and ill-tempered man as, first and always, a love story, his marriage to Abigail
being one of America’s greatest collaborations. McCullough’s gift for detail . . . makes his
narrative sprightly.”—George Will, The Chicago Sun-TimesContentsEPIGRAPHPART I:
REVOLUTIONCHAPTER ONE: The Road to PhiladelphiaCHAPTER TWO: True BlueCHAPTER
THREE: Colossus of IndependencePART II: DISTANT SHORESCHAPTER FOUR: Appointment
to FranceCHAPTER FIVE: Unalterably DeterminedCHAPTER SIX: Abigail in ParisCHAPTER
SEVEN: LondonPART III: INDEPENDENCE FOREVERCHAPTER EIGHT: Heir
ApparentCHAPTER NINE: Old OakCHAPTER TEN: StatesmanCHAPTER ELEVEN: Rejoice
Ever MoreCHAPTER TWELVE: Journey’s
EndACKNOWLEDGMENTSPHOTOGRAPHSREADING GROUP GUIDEABOUT DAVID
MCCULLOUGHSOURCE NOTESBIBLIOGRAPHYINDEXFor our sonsDavid, William, and
GeoffreyWe live, my dear soul, in an age of trial. What will be the consequence, I know
not.~John Adams to Abigail Adams, 1774PART IRevolutionBut what do we mean by the
American Revolution? Do we mean the American war? The Revolution was effected before the
war commenced. The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people.~John AdamsI have
heard of one Mr. Adams but who is the other?~King George IIICHAPTER ONETHE ROAD TO
PHILADELPHIAYou cannot be, I know, nor do I wish to see you, an inactive spectator. . . . We
have too many high sounding words, and too few actions that correspond with them.~Abigail
AdamsIIN THE COLD, nearly colorless light of a New England winter, two men on horseback
traveled the coast road below Boston, heading north. A foot or more of snow covered the
landscape, the remnants of a Christmas storm that had blanketed Massachusetts from one end
of the province to the other. Beneath the snow, after weeks of severe cold, the ground was
frozen solid to a depth of two feet. Packed ice in the road, ruts as hard as iron, made the going
hazardous, and the riders, mindful of the horses, kept at a walk.Nothing about the harsh
landscape differed from other winters. Nor was there anything to distinguish the two riders, no
signs of rank or title, no liveried retinue bringing up the rear. It might have been any year and they
could have been anybody braving the weather for any number of reasons. Dressed as they were



in heavy cloaks, their hats pulled low against the wind, they were barely distinguishable even
from each other, except that the older, stouter of the two did most of the talking.He was John
Adams of Braintree and he loved to talk. He was a known talker. There were some, even among
his admirers, who wished he talked less. He himself wished he talked less, and he had particular
regard for those, like General Washington, who somehow managed great reserve under almost
any circumstance.John Adams was a lawyer and a farmer, a graduate of Harvard College, the
husband of Abigail Smith Adams, the father of four children. He was forty years old and he was a
revolutionary.Dismounted, he stood five feet seven or eight inches tall—about “middle size” in
that day—and though verging on portly, he had a straight-up, square-shouldered stance and
was, in fact, surprisingly fit and solid. His hands were the hands of a man accustomed to pruning
his own trees, cutting his own hay, and splitting his own firewood.In such bitter cold of winter, the
pink of his round, clean-shaven, very English face would all but glow, and if he were hatless or
without a wig, his high forehead and thinning hairline made the whole of the face look rounder
still. The hair, light brown in color, was full about the ears. The chin was firm, the nose sharp,
almost birdlike. But it was the dark, perfectly arched brows and keen blue eyes that gave the face
its vitality. Years afterward, recalling this juncture in his life, he would describe himself as looking
rather like a short, thick Archbishop of Canterbury.As befitting a studious lawyer from Braintree,
Adams was a “plain dressing” man. His oft-stated pleasures were his family, his farm, his books
and writing table, a convivial pipe and cup of coffee (now that tea was no longer acceptable), or
preferably a glass of good Madeira.In the warm seasons he relished long walks and time alone
on horseback. Such exercise, he believed, roused “the animal spirits” and “dispersed
melancholy.” He loved the open meadows of home, the “old acquaintances” of rock ledges and
breezes from the sea. From his doorstep to the water’s edge was approximately a mile.He was a
man who cared deeply for his friends, who, with few exceptions, were to be his friends for life,
and in some instances despite severe strains. And to no one was he more devoted than to his
wife, Abigail. She was his “Dearest Friend,” as he addressed her in letters—his “best, dearest,
worthiest, wisest friend in the world”—while to her he was “the tenderest of husbands,” her “good
man.”John Adams was also, as many could attest, a great-hearted, persevering man of
uncommon ability and force. He had a brilliant mind. He was honest and everyone knew it.
Emphatically independent by nature, hardworking, frugal—all traits in the New England tradition
—he was anything but cold or laconic as supposedly New Englanders were. He could be high-
spirited and affectionate, vain, cranky, impetuous, self-absorbed, and fiercely stubborn;
passionate, quick to anger, and all-forgiving; generous and entertaining. He was blessed with
great courage and good humor, yet subject to spells of despair, and especially when separated
from his family or during periods of prolonged inactivity.Ambitious to excel—to make himself
known—he had nonetheless recognized at an early stage that happiness came not from fame
and fortune, “and all such things,” but from “an habitual contempt of them,” as he wrote. He
prized the Roman ideal of honor, and in this, as in much else, he and Abigail were in perfect
accord. Fame without honor, in her view, would be “like a faint meteor gliding through the sky,



shedding only transient light.”As his family and friends knew, Adams was both a devout Christian
and an independent thinker, and he saw no conflict in that. He was hard-headed and a man of
“sensibility,” a close observer of human folly as displayed in everyday life and fired by an
inexhaustible love of books and scholarly reflection. He read Cicero, Tacitus, and others of his
Roman heroes in Latin, and Plato and Thucydides in the original Greek, which he considered
the supreme language. But in his need to fathom the “labyrinth” of human nature, as he said, he
was drawn to Shakespeare and Swift, and likely to carry Cervantes or a volume of English
poetry with him on his journeys. “You will never be alone with a poet in your pocket,” he would tell
his son Johnny.John Adams was not a man of the world. He enjoyed no social standing. He was
an awkward dancer and poor at cards. He never learned to flatter. He owned no ships or glass
factory as did Colonel Josiah Quincy, Braintree’s leading citizen. There was no money in his
background, no Adams fortune or elegant Adams homestead like the Boston mansion of John
Hancock.It was in the courtrooms of Massachusetts and on the printed page, principally in the
newspapers of Boston, that Adams had distinguished himself. Years of riding the court circuit
and his brilliance before the bar had brought him wide recognition and respect. And of greater
consequence in recent years had been his spirited determination and eloquence in the cause of
American rights and liberties.That he relished the sharp conflict and theater of the courtroom,
that he loved the esteem that came with public life, no less than he loved “my farm, my family
and goose quill,” there is no doubt, however frequently he protested to the contrary. His desire for
“distinction” was too great. Patriotism burned in him like a blue flame. “I have a zeal at my heart
for my country and her friends which I cannot smother or conceal,” he told Abigail, warning that it
could mean privation and unhappiness for his family unless regulated by cooler judgment than
his own.In less than a year’s time, as a delegate to the Continental Congress at Philadelphia, he
had emerged as one of the most “sensible and forcible” figures in the whole patriot cause, the
“Great and Common Cause,” his influence exceeding even that of his better-known kinsman, the
ardent Boston patriot Samuel Adams.He was a second cousin of Samuel Adams, but
“possessed of another species of character,” as his Philadelphia friend Benjamin Rush would
explain. “He saw the whole of a subject at a glance, and . . . was equally fearless of men and of
the consequences of a bold assertion of his opinion. . . . He was a stranger to dissimulation.”It
had been John Adams, in the aftermath of Lexington and Concord, who rose in the Congress to
speak of the urgent need to save the New England army facing the British at Boston and in the
same speech called on Congress to put the Virginian George Washington at the head of the
army. That was now six months past. The general had since established a command at
Cambridge, and it was there that Adams was headed. It was his third trip in a week to
Cambridge, and the beginning of a much longer undertaking by horseback. He would ride on to
Philadelphia, a journey of nearly 400 miles that he had made before, though never in such
punishing weather or at so perilous an hour for his country.The man riding with him was Joseph
Bass, a young shoemaker and Braintree neighbor hired temporarily as servant and traveling
companion.The day was Wednesday, January 24, 1776. The temperature, according to records



kept by Adams’s former professor of science at Harvard, John Winthrop, was in the low twenties.
At the least, the trip would take two weeks, given the condition of the roads and Adams’s
reluctance to travel on the Sabbath.TO ABIGAIL ADAMS, who had never been out of
Massachusetts, the province of Pennsylvania was “that far country,” unimaginably distant, and
their separations, lasting months at a time, had become extremely difficult for her.“Winter makes
its approaches fast,” she had written to John in November. “I hope I shall not be obliged to spend
it without my dearest friend. . . . I have been like a nun in a cloister ever since you went away.”He
would never return to Philadelphia without her, he had vowed in a letter from his lodgings there.
But they each knew better, just as each understood the importance of having Joseph Bass go
with him. The young man was a tie with home, a familiar home-face. Once Adams had resettled
in Philadelphia, Bass would return home with the horses, and bring also whatever could be
found of the “common small” necessities impossible to obtain now, with war at the
doorstep.Could Bass bring her a bundle of pins? Abigail had requested earlier, in the bloody
spring of 1775. She was entirely understanding of John’s “arduous task.” Her determination that
he play his part was quite as strong as his own. They were of one and the same spirit. “You
cannot be, I know, nor do I wish to see you, an inactive spectator,” she wrote at her kitchen table.
“We have too many high sounding words, and too few actions that correspond with them.” Unlike
the delegates at Philadelphia, she and the children were confronted with the reality of war every
waking hour. For though British troops were bottled up in Boston, the British fleet commanded
the harbor and the sea and thus no town by the shore was safe from attack. Those Braintree
families who were able to leave had already packed and moved inland, out of harm’s way.
Meanwhile, shortages of sugar, coffee, pepper, shoes, and ordinary pins were worse than he
had any idea.“The cry for pins is so great that what we used to buy for 7 shillings and six pence
are now 20 shillings and not to be had for that.” A bundle of pins contained six thousand, she
explained. These she could sell for hard money or use for barter.There had been a rush of
excitement when the British sent an expedition to seize hay and livestock on one of the islands
offshore. “The alarm flew [like] lightning,” Abigail reported, “men from all parts came flocking
down till 2,000 were collected.” The crisis had passed, but not her state of nerves, with the
house so close to the road and the comings and goings of soldiers. They stopped at her door for
food and slept on her kitchen floor. Pewter spoons were melted for bullets in her fireplace.
“Sometimes refugees from Boston tired and fatigued, seek an asylum for a day or night, a week,”
she wrote to John. “You can hardly imagine how we live.”“Pray don’t let Bass forget my pins,” she
reminded him again. “I endeavor to live in the most frugal manner possible, but I am many times
distressed.”The day of the battle of Bunker Hill, June 17, 1775, the thunder of the bombardment
had been terrifying, even at the distance of Braintree. Earlier, in April, when news came of
Lexington and Concord, John, who was at home at the time, had saddled his horse and gone to
see for himself, riding for miles along the route of the British march, past burned-out houses and
scenes of extreme distress. He knew then what war meant, what the British meant, and warned
Abigail that in case of danger she and the children must “fly to the woods.” But she was as intent



to see for herself as he, and with the bombardment at Bunker Hill ringing in her ears, she had
taken seven-year-old Johnny by the hand and hurried up the road to the top of nearby Penn’s
Hill. From a granite outcropping that breached the summit like the hump of a whale, they could
see the smoke of battle rising beyond Boston, ten miles up the bay.It was the first all-out battle of
the war. “How many have fallen we know not,” she wrote that night. “The constant roar of the
cannon is so distressing that we cannot eat, drink, or sleep.”Their friend Joseph Warren had
been killed at Bunker Hill, Abigail reported in another letter. A handsome young physician and
leading patriot allied with Samuel Adams and Paul Revere, Warren had been one of the
worthiest men of the province. John had known him since the smallpox epidemic of 1764, when
John had gone to Boston to be inoculated. Now Joseph Warren was dead at age thirty-four, shot
through the face, his body horribly mutilated by British bayonets.“My bursting heart must find
vent at my pen,” Abigail told her absent husband.THE ROUTE JOHN ADAMS and his young
companion would take to Philadelphia that January of 1776 was the same as he had traveled to
the First Continental Congress in the summer of 1774. They would travel the Post Road west
across Massachusetts as far as Springfield on the Connecticut River, there cross by ferry and
swing south along the west bank, down the valley into Connecticut. At Wethersfield they would
leave the river for the road to New Haven, and from New Haven on, along the Connecticut shore
—through Fairfield, Norwalk, Stamford, Greenwich—they would be riding the New York Post
Road. At New York, horses and riders would be ferried over the Hudson River to New Jersey,
where they would travel “as fine a road as ever trod,” in the opinion of John Adams, whose first
official position in Braintree had been surveyor of roads. Three more ferry crossings, at
Hackensack, Newark, and New Brunswick, would put them on a straightaway ride to the little
college town of Princeton. Then came Trenton and a final ferry crossing over the Delaware to
Pennsylvania. In another twenty miles they would be in sight of Philadelphia.All told, they would
pass through more than fifty towns in five provinces—some twenty towns in Massachusetts
alone—stopping several times a day to eat, sleep, or tend the horses. With ice clogging the
rivers, there was no estimating how long delays might be at ferry crossings.Making the journey in
1774, Adams had traveled in style, with the full Massachusetts delegation, everyone in a state of
high expectation. He had been a different man then, torn between elation and despair over what
might be expected of him. It had been his first chance to see something of the world. His father
had lived his entire life in Braintree, and no Adams had ever taken part in public life beyond
Braintree. He himself had never set foot out of New England, and many days he suffered intense
torment over his ability to meet the demands of the new role to be played. Politics did not come
easily to him. He was too independent by nature and his political experience amounted to less
than a year’s service in the Massachusetts legislature. But was there anyone of sufficient
experience or ability to meet the demands of the moment?“I wander alone, and ponder. I muse, I
mope, I ruminate,” he wrote in the seclusion of his diary. “We have not men fit for the times. We
are deficient in genius, education, in travel, fortune—in everything. I feel unutterable anxiety.”He
must prepare for “a long journey indeed,” he had told Abigail. “But if the length of the journey was



all, it would be no burden. . . . Great things are wanted to be done.”He had worried over how he
might look in such company and what clothes to take.I think it will be necessary to make me up a
couple of pieces of new linen. I am told they wash miserably at N[ew] 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.Still, the prospect of a gathering of such historic portent stirred him as
nothing ever had. “It is to be a school of political prophets I suppose—a nursery of American
statesmen,” he wrote to a friend, James Warren of Plymouth. “May it thrive and prosper and
flourish and from this fountain may there issue streams, which shall gladden all the cities and
towns in North America, forever.”There had been a rousing send-off in Boston, on August 10,
1774, and in full view of British troops. Samuel Adams, never a fancy dresser, had appeared in a
stunning new red coat, new wig, silver-buckled shoes, gold knee buckles, the best silk hose, a
spotless new cocked hat on his massive head, and carrying a gold-headed cane, all gifts from
the Sons of Liberty. It was thought that as leader of the delegation he should look the part. In
addition, they had provided “a little purse” for expenses.It had been a triumphal, leisurely journey
of nearly three weeks, with welcoming parties riding out to greet them at town after town. They
were feted and toasted, prayers were said, church bells rang. Silas Deane, a Connecticut
delegate who joined the procession, assured John Adams that the Congress was to be the
grandest, most important assembly ever held in America. At New Haven “every bell was
clanging,” people were crowding at doors and windows “as if to see a coronation.”In New York
they were shown the sights—City Hall, the college, and at Bowling Green, at the foot of
Broadway, the gilded equestrian statue of King George III, which had yet to be pulled from its
pedestal by an angry mob. The grand houses and hospitality were such as Adams had never
known, even if, as a self-respecting New Englander, he thought New Yorkers lacking in decorum.
“They talk very loud, very fast, and altogether,” he observed. “If they ask you a question, before
you can utter three words of your answer, they will break out upon you again—and talk
away.”Truly he was seeing the large world, he assured Abigail in a letter from the tavern at
Princeton, a day’s ride from Philadelphia. “Tomorrow we reach the theater of action. God
Almighty grant us wisdom and virtue sufficient for the high trust that is devolved upon us.”But
that had been nearly two years past. It had been high summer, green and baking hot under
summer skies, an entirely different time that now seemed far past, so much had happened
since. There had been no war then, no blood had been spilled at Lexington, Concord, and
Bunker Hill. Now fully twenty regiments of red-coated British regulars occupied Boston under
General William Howe. British warships, some of 50 guns, lay at anchor in Boston Harbor, while
American forces outside the city had become perilously thin.In the late summer and fall of 1775,
the “bloody flux,” epidemic dysentery, had ripped through their ranks. Adams’s youngest brother,
Elihu, a captain of militia, camped beside the Charles River at Cambridge, was stricken and
died, leaving a wife and three children. Nor was Braintree spared the violent epidemic. For
Abigail, then thirty years old, it had been the worst ordeal of her life.“Such is the distress of the



neighborhood that I can scarcely find a well person to assist me in looking after the sick . . . so
mortal a time the oldest man does not remember,” she had lamented in a letter to John. “As to
politics I know nothing about them. I have wrote as much as I am able to, being very weak.”“Mrs.
Randall has lost her daughter, Mrs. Bracket hers, Mr. Thomas Thayer his wife,” she reported. “I
know of eight this week who have been buried in this town.” Parson Wibird was so ill he could
scarcely take a step. “We have been four sabbaths without any meeting.” Their three-year-old
Tommy was so wretchedly sick that “[were] you to look upon him you would not know him.” She
was constantly scrubbing the house with hot vinegar.“Woe follows woe, one affliction treads
upon the heel of another,” she wrote. Some families had lost three, four, and five children. Some
families were entirely gone.The strong clarity of her handwriting, the unhesitating flow of her pen
across the paper, line after line, seemed at odds with her circumstances. Rarely was a word
crossed out or changed. It was as if she knew exactly what was in her heart and how she wished
to express it—as if the very act of writing, of forming letters, in her distinctive angular fashion,
keeping every line straight, would somehow help maintain her balance, validate her own being in
such times.She had begun signing herself “Portia,” after the long-suffering, virtuous wife of the
Roman statesman Brutus. If her “dearest friend” was to play the part of a Roman hero, so would
she.Her mother lay mortally ill in neighboring Weymouth. When, on October 1, 1775, her mother
died, Abigail wrote to John, “You often expressed your anxiety over me when you left me before,
surrounded with terrors, but my trouble then was as the small dust in the balance compared to
what I have since endured.”In addition to tending her children, she was nursing a desperately ill
servant named Patty. The girl had become “the most shocking object my eyes ever beheld . . .
[and] continuously desirous of my being with her the little while she expects to live.” It was all
Abigail could do to remain in the same house. When Patty died on October 9, she “made the
fourth corpse that was this day committed to the ground.”Correspondence was maddeningly
slow and unreliable. In late October she wrote to say she had not had a line from John in a
month and that in his last letter he had made no mention of the six she had written to him. “ ’Tis
only in my night visions that I know anything about you.” Yet in that time he had written seven
letters to her, including one mourning the loss of her mother and asking for news of “poor,
distressed” Patty.Heartsick, searching for an answer to why such evil should “befall a city and a
people,” Abigail had pondered whether it could be God’s punishment for the sin of slavery.AT
CAMBRIDGE THE MORNING of the bitterly cold first day of the new year, 1776, George
Washington had raised the new Continental flag with thirteen stripes before his headquarters
and announced that the new army was now “entirely continental.” But for days afterward, their
enlistments up, hundreds, thousands of troops, New England militia, started for home.
Replacements had to be found, an immensely difficult and potentially perilous changing of the
guard had to be carried off, one army moving out, another moving in, all in the bitter winds and
snow of winter and in such fashion as the enemy would never know.“It is not in the pages of
history, perhaps, to furnish a case like ours,” Washington informed John Hancock, president of
the Continental Congress. Hardly 5,000 colonial troops were fit for duty. Promises of men,



muskets, powder, and urgently needed supplies never materialized. Blankets and linen for
bandages were “greatly wanted.” Firewood was in short supply. With smallpox spreading in
Boston, the British command had allowed pathetic columns of the ill-clad, starving poor of
Boston to come pouring out of town and into the American lines, many of them sick, and all in
desperate need of food and shelter.“The reflection on my situation and that of this army
produces many an unhappy hour when all around me are wrapped in sleep,” wrote Washington,
who had never before commanded anything larger than a regiment.The night of January 8,
Washington had ordered a brief American assault on Charlestown, largely to keep the British
guessing. Adams, at home at his desk writing a letter, was brought to his feet by the sudden
crash of the guns, “a very hot fire” of artillery that lasted half an hour and lit the sky over
Braintree’s north common. Whether American forces were on the attack or defense, he could not
tell. “But in either case, I rejoice,” he wrote, taking up his pen again, “for defeat appears to me
preferable to total inaction.”As it was, Washington saw his situation to be so precarious that the
only choice was an all-out attack on Boston, and he wrote to tell Adams, “I am exceedingly
desirous of consulting you.” As a former delegate to Philadelphia, Washington understood the
need to keep Congress informed. Earlier, concerned whether his authority reached beyond
Boston to the defense of New York, he had asked Adams for an opinion, and Adams’s reply had
been characteristically unhesitating and unambiguous: “Your commission constitutes you
commander of all the forces . . . and you are vested with full power and authority to act as you
shall think for the good and welfare of the service.”No one in Congress had impressed Adams
more. On the day he had called on his fellow delegates to put their colleague, “the gentleman
from Virginia,” in command at Boston, Washington, out of modesty, had left the chamber, while a
look of mortification, as Adams would tell the story, filled the face of John Hancock, who had
hoped he would be chosen. Washington was virtuous, brave, and in his new responsibilities,
“one of the most important characters in the world,” Adams had informed Abigail. “The liberties
of America depend upon him in great degree.” Later, when she met Washington at a Cambridge
reception, Abigail thought John had not said half enough in praise of him.A council of war with
the commander and his generals convened January 16 in the parlor of the large house on
Brattle Street, Cambridge, that served as Washington’s headquarters. With others of the
Massachusetts congressional delegation still at Philadelphia, Adams was the only member of
Congress present as Washington made the case for an attack on Boston, by sending his troops
across the frozen bay. But the generals flatly rejected the plan and it was put aside.Two days
later, Adams was summoned again. Devastating news had arrived by dispatch rider. An
American assault on Quebec led by Colonels Richard Montgomery and Benedict Arnold had
failed. The “gallant Montgomery” was dead, “brave Arnold” was wounded. It was a crushing
moment for Washington and for John Adams. Congress had ordered the invasion of Canada, the
plan was Washington’s own, and the troops were mostly New Englanders.As a young man,
struggling over what to make of his life, Adams had often pictured himself as a soldier. Only the
previous spring, when Washington appeared in Congress resplendent in the blue-and-buff



uniform of a Virginia militia officer, Adams had written to Abigail, “Oh that I was a soldier!” He
was reading military books. “Everybody must and will be a soldier,” he told her. On the morning
Washington departed Philadelphia to assume command at Boston, he and others of the
Massachusetts delegation had traveled a short way with the general and his entourage, to a
rousing accompaniment of fifes and drums, Adams feeling extremely sorry for himself for having
to stay behind to tend what had become the unglamorous labors of Congress. “I, poor creature,
worn out with scribbling for my bread and my liberty, low in spirits and weak in health, must leave
others to wear the laurels.”But such waves of self-pity came and went, as Abigail knew, and
when in need of sympathy, it was to her alone that he would appeal. He was not a man to back
down or give up, not one to do anything other than what he saw to be his duty. What in another
time and society might be taken as platitudes about public service were to both John and Abigail
Adams a lifelong creed. And in this bleakest of hours, heading for Cambridge, and on to
Philadelphia, Adams saw his way clearer and with greater resolve than ever in his life. It was a
road he had been traveling for a long time.IIAT THE CENTER OF BRAINTREE, Massachusetts,
and central to the town’s way of life, was the meetinghouse, the First Church, with its bell tower
and graveyard on the opposite side of the road. From the door of the house where John Adams
had said goodbye to wife and children that morning, to the church, was less than a mile. Riding
north out of town, he passed the snow-covered graveyard on the left, the church on the right.He
had been born in the house immediately adjacent to his own, a nearly duplicate farmer’s cottage
belonging to his father. He had been baptized in the church where his father was a deacon, and
he had every expectation that when his time came he would go to his final rest in the same
ground where his father and mother lay, indeed where leaning headstones marked the graves of
the Adams line going back four generations. When he referred to himself as John Adams of
Braintree, it was not in a manner of speaking.The first of the line, Henry Adams of Barton St.
David in Somerset-shire, England, with his wife Edith Squire and nine children—eight sons and
a daughter—had arrived in Braintree in the year 1638, in the reign of King Charles I, nearly a
century before John Adams was born. They were part of the great Puritan migration, Dissenters
from the Church of England who, in the decade following the founding of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony in 1630, crossed the North Atlantic intent on making a new City of God, some twenty
thousand people, most of whom came as families. Only one, the seventh and youngest of Henry
Adams’s eight sons remained in Braintree. He was Joseph, and he was succeeded by a second
Joseph—one of Henry’s eighty-nine grandchildren!—who married Hannah Bass, a
granddaughter of John and Priscilla Alden, and they had eleven children, of whom one was
another John, born in 1691.They were people who earned their daily bread by the work of their
hands. The men were all farmers who, through the long winters, in New England fashion, worked
at other trades for “hard money,” which was always scarce. The first Henry Adams and several of
his descendants were maltsters, makers of malt from barley for use in baking or brewing beer, a
trade carried over from England. The first John Adams, remembered as Deacon John, was a
farmer and shoemaker, a man of “sturdy, unostentatious demeanor,” who, like his father, “played



the part of a solid citizen,” as tithing man, constable, lieutenant in the militia, selectman, and
ultimately church deacon, taking his place on the deacon’s bench before the pulpit.In 1734, in
October, the golden time of year on the Massachusetts shore, Deacon John Adams, at age forty-
three, married Susanna Boylston of Brookline. She was twenty-five, and from a family
considered of higher social standing than that of her husband. Nothing written in her own hand
would survive—no letters, diaries, or legal papers with her signature—nor any correspondence
addressed to her by any of her family, and so, since it is also known that letters were frequently
read aloud to her, there is reason to believe that Susanna Boylston Adams was illiterate.One
year later, on October 19, 1735, by the Old Style calendar, their first child, a son, was born and
given his father’s name. When England adopted the Gregorian calendar in 1752, October 19
became October 30.“What has preserved this race of Adamses in all their ramifications in such
numbers, health, peace, comfort, and mediocrity?” this firstborn son of Deacon John would one
day write to Benjamin Rush. “I believe it is religion, without which they would have been rakes,
fops, sots, gamblers, starved with hunger, or frozen with cold, scalped by Indians, etc., etc., etc.,
been melted away and disappeared. . . .” In truth, he was extremely proud of his descent from “a
line of virtuous, independent New England farmers.” That virtue and independence were among
the highest of mortal attainments, John Adams never doubted. The New England farmer was his
own man who owned his own land, a freeholder, and thus the equal of anyone.The Braintree of
Adams’s boyhood was a quiet village of scattered houses and small neighboring farmsteads
strung along the old coast road, the winding main thoroughfare from Boston to Plymouth, just
back from the very irregular south shore of Massachusetts Bay. The setting was particularly
picturesque, with orchards, stone walls, meadows of salt hay, and broad marshlands through
which meandered numerous brooks and the Neponset River. From the shoreline the land sloped
gently upward to granite outcroppings and hills, including Penn’s Hill, the highest promontory,
close by the Adams farm. Offshore the bay was dotted with small islands, some wooded, some
used for grazing sheep. Recalling his childhood in later life, Adams wrote of the unparalleled
bliss of roaming the open fields and woodlands of the town, of exploring the creeks, hiking the
beaches, “of making and sailing boats . . . swimming, skating, flying kites and shooting marbles,
bat and ball, football . . . wrestling and sometimes boxing,” shooting at crows and ducks, and
“running about to quiltings and frolics and dances among the boys and girls.” The first fifteen
years of his life, he said, “went off like a fairytale.”The community numbered perhaps 2,000
people. There was one other meetinghouse—a much smaller, more recent Anglican church—a
schoolhouse, gristmill, village store, blacksmith shop, granite quarry, a half dozen or more
taverns and, in a section called Germantown, Colonel Quincy’s glass factory. With no newspaper
in town, news from Boston and the world beyond came from travelers on the coast road, no
communication moving faster than a horse and rider. But within the community itself, news of
nearly any kind, good or bad, traveled rapidly. People saw each other at church, town meeting, in
the mill, or at the taverns. Independent as a Braintree farmer and his family may have been, they
were not isolated.The Adams homestead, the farmhouse at the foot of Penn’s Hill where young



John was born and raised, was a five-room New England saltbox, the simplest, most
commonplace kind of dwelling. It had been built in 1681, and built strongly around a massive
brick chimney. Its timbers were of hand-hewn oak, its inner walls of brick, these finished on the
inside with lath and plaster and faced on the exterior with pine clapboard. There were three
rooms and two great fireplaces at ground level, and two rooms above. A narrow stairway tucked
against the chimney, immediately inside the front door, led to the second floor. The windows had
twenty-four panes (“12-over-12”) and wooden shutters. There were outbuildings and a good-
sized barn to the rear, fields and orchard, and through a broad meadow flowed “beautiful,
winding” Fresh Brook, as Adams affectionately described it. The well, for household use, was
just out the front door. And though situated “as near as might be” to the road, the house was
“fenced” by a stone wall, as was the somewhat older companion house that stood forty paces
apart on the property, the house John and Abigail moved into after they were married and from
which he departed on the winter morning in 1776. The one major difference between the two
buildings was that the house of Adams’s boyhood sat at an angle to the road, while the other
faced it squarely. Across the road, in the direction of the sea, lay open fields.In the dry spells of
summer, dust from the road blew in the open windows of both houses with every passing horse
or wagon. From June to September, the heat in the upstairs bedrooms could be murderous. In
winter, even with logs blazing in huge kitchen fireplaces, women wore heavy shawls and men
sat in overcoats, while upstairs any water left in the unheated rooms turned to ice.In most of the
essentials of daily life, as in their way of life, Adams’s father and mother lived no differently than
had their fathers and mothers, or those who preceded them. The furnishings Adams grew up
with were of the plainest kind—a half dozen ordinary wooden chairs, a table, several beds, a
looking glass or two. There was a Bible, possibly a few other books on religious subjects. Three
silver spoons—one large, two small—counted prominently as family valuables. Clothes and
other personal possessions were modest and time-worn. As one of the Adams line would write,
“A hat would descend from father to son, and for fifty years make its regular appearance at
meeting.”Small as the house was, its occupancy was seldom limited to the immediate family.
Besides father and mother, three sons, and a hired girl, there was nearly always an Adams or
Boylston cousin, aunt, uncle, grandparent, or friend staying the night. Men from town would stop
in after dark to talk town business or church matters with Deacon John.With the short growing
season, the severe winters and stony fields, the immemorial uncertainties of farming, life was not
easy and survival never taken for granted. One learned early in New England about the battle of
life. Father and mother were hardworking and frugal of necessity, as well as by principle. “Let
frugality and industry be our virtues,” John Adams advised Abigail concerning the raising of their
own children. “Fire them with ambition to be useful,” he wrote, echoing what had been learned at
home.About his mother, Adams would have comparatively little to say, beyond that he loved her
deeply—she was his “honored and beloved mother”—and that she was a highly principled
woman of strong will, strong temper, and exceptional energy, all traits he shared though this he
did not say. Of his father, however, he could hardly say enough. There were scarcely words to



express the depth of his gratitude for the kindnesses his father had shown him, the admiration
he felt for his father’s integrity. His father was “the honestest man” John Adams ever knew. “In
wisdom, piety, benevolence and charity in proportion to his education and sphere of life, I have
never known his superior,” Adams would write long afterward, by which time he had come to
know the most prominent men of the age on two sides of the Atlantic. His father was his idol. It
was his father’s honesty, his father’s independent spirit and love of country, Adams said, that
were his lifelong inspiration.A good-looking, active boy, if small for his age, he was unusually
sensitive to criticism but also quickly responsive to praise, as well as being extremely bright,
which his father saw early, and decided he must go to Harvard to become a minister. An elder
brother of Deacon John, Joseph Adams, who graduated from Harvard in 1710, had become a
minister with a church in New Hampshire. Further, Deacon John himself, for as little education as
he had had, wrote in a clear hand and had, as he said, “an admiration of learning.”Taught to read
at home, the boy went first and happily to a dame school—lessons for a handful of children in
the kitchen of a neighbor, with heavy reliance on The New England Primer. (“He who ne’er
learns his ABC, forever will a blockhead be.”) But later at the tiny local schoolhouse, subjected to
a lackluster “churl” of a teacher who paid him no attention, he lost all interest. He cared not for
books or study, and saw no sense in talk of college. He wished only to be a farmer, he informed
his father.That being so, said Deacon John not unkindly, the boy could come along to the creek
with him and help cut thatch. Accordingly, as Adams would tell the story, father and son set off
the next morning and “with great humor” his father kept him working through the day.At night at
home, he said, “Well, John, are you satisfied with being a farmer?” Though the labor had been
very hard and very muddy, I answered, “I like it very well, sir.”“Aya, but I don’t like it so well: so
you will go back to school today.” I went but was not so happy as among the creek thatch.Later,
when he told his father it was his teacher he disliked, not the books, and that he wished to go to
another school, his father immediately took his side and wasted no time with further talk. John
was enrolled the next day in a private school down the road where, kindly treated by a
schoolmaster named Joseph Marsh, he made a dramatic turn and began studying in earnest.A
small textbook edition of Cicero’s Orations became one of his earliest, proudest possessions, as
he affirmed with the note “John Adams Book 1749/50” written a half dozen times on the title
page.In little more than a year, at age fifteen, he was pronounced “fitted for college,” which
meant Harvard, it being the only choice. Marsh, himself a Harvard graduate, agreed to
accompany John to Cambridge to appear for the usual examination before the president and
masters of the college. But on the appointed morning Marsh pleaded ill and told John he must
go alone. The boy was thunderstruck, terrified; but picturing his father’s grief and the
disappointment of both father and teacher, he “collected resolution enough to proceed,” and on
his father’s horse rode off down the road alone, suffering “a very melancholy journey.”Writing
years later, he remembered the day as grey and somber. Threatening clouds hung over
Cambridge, and for a fifteen-year-old farm boy to stand before the grand monarchs of learning in
their wigs and robes, with so much riding on the outcome, was itself as severe a test as could be



imagined. His tutor, however, had assured him he was ready, which turned out to be so. He was
admitted to Harvard and granted a partial scholarship.“I was as light when I came home, as I had
been heavy when I went,” Adams wrote.It had long been an article of faith among the Adamses
that land was the only sound investment and, once purchased, was never to be sold. Only once
is Deacon John known to have made an exception to the rule, when he sold ten acres to help
send his son John to college.THE HARVARD OF JOHN ADAMS’S undergraduate days was an
institution of four red-brick buildings, a small chapel, a faculty of seven, and an enrollment of
approximately one hundred scholars. His own class of 1755, numbering twenty-seven, was put
under the tutorship of Joseph Mayhew, who taught Latin, and for Adams the four years were a
time out of time that passed all too swiftly. When it was over and he abruptly found himself
playing the part of village schoolmaster in remote Worcester, he would write woefully to a
college friend, “Total and complete misery has succeeded so suddenly to total and complete
happiness, that all the philosophy I can muster can scarce support me under the amazing
shock.”He worked hard and did well at Harvard, and was attracted particularly to mathematics
and science, as taught by his favorite professor, John Winthrop, the most distinguished member
of the faculty and the leading American astronomer of the time. Among Adams’s cherished
Harvard memories was of a crystal night when, from the roof of Old Harvard Hall, he gazed
through Professor Winthrop’s telescope at the satellites of Jupiter.He enjoyed his classmates
and made several close friends. To his surprise, he also discovered a love of study and books
such as he had never imagined. “I read forever,” he would remember happily, and as years
passed, in an age when educated men took particular pride in the breadth of their reading, he
became one of the most voracious readers of any. Having discovered books at Harvard, he was
seldom ever to be without one for the rest of his days.He lived in the “lowermost northwest
chamber” of Massachusetts Hall, sharing quarters with Thomas Sparhawk, whose chief
distinction at college appears to have come from breaking windows, and Joseph Stockbridge,
notable for his wealth and his refusal to eat meat.The regimen was strict and demanding, the
day starting with morning prayers in Holden Chapel at six and ending with evening prayers at
five. The entire college dined at Commons, on the ground floor of Old Harvard, each scholar
bringing his own knife and fork which, when the meal ended, would be wiped clean on the table
cloth. By most accounts, the food was wretched. Adams not only never complained, but
attributed his own and the overall good health of the others to the daily fare—beef, mutton,
Indian pudding, salt fish on Saturday—and an ever abundant supply of hard cider. “I shall never
forget, how refreshing and salubrious we found it, hard as it often was.” Indeed, for the rest of his
life, a morning “gill” of hard cider was to be John Adams’s preferred drink before breakfast.“All
scholars,” it was stated in the college rules, were to “behave themselves blamelessly, leading
sober, righteous, and godly lives.” There was to be no “leaning” at prayers, no lying, blasphemy,
fornication, drunkenness, or picking locks. Once, the records show, Adams was fined three
shillings, nine pence for absence from college longer than the time allowed for vacation or by
permission. Otherwise, he had not a mark against him. As the dutiful son of Deacon John, he



appears neither to have succumbed to gambling, “riotous living,” nor to “wenching” in taverns on
the road to Charlestown.But the appeal of young women was exceedingly strong, for as an
elderly John Adams would one day write, he was “of an amorous disposition” and from as early
as ten or eleven years of age had been “very fond of the society of females.” Yet he kept himself
in rein, he later insisted.I had my favorites among the young women and spent many of my
evenings in their company and this disposition although controlled for seven years after my
entrance into college, returned and engaged me too much ’til I was married. I shall draw no
characters nor give any enumeration of my youthful flames. It would be considered as no
compliment to the dead or the living. This I will say—they were all modest and virtuous girls and
always maintained that character through life. No virgin or matron ever had cause to blush at the
sight of me, or to regret her acquaintance with me. No father, brother, son, or friend ever had
cause of grief or resentment for any intercourse between me and any daughter, sister, mother or
any other relation of the female sex. My children may be assured that no illegitimate brother or
sister exists or ever existed.A student’s place in his class being determined on entrance to
Harvard by the “dignity of family,” rather than alphabetically or by academic performance, Adams
was listed fourteenth of the twenty-five who received degrees, his placement due to the fact that
his mother was a Boylston and his father a deacon. Otherwise, he would have been among the
last on the list. At commencement ceremonies, as one of the first three academically, he argued
the affirmative to the question “Is civil government absolutely necessary for men?” It was to be a
lifelong theme.HOW CLOSE ADAMS CAME to becoming a minister he never exactly said, but
most likely it was not close at all. His mother, though a pious woman, thought him unsuited for
the life, for all that Deacon John wished it for him. Adams would recall only that in his last years
at Harvard, having joined a debating and discussion club, he was told he had “some faculty” for
public speaking and would make a better lawyer than preacher, a prospect, he said, that he
readily understood and embraced. He knew from experience under his father’s roof, when
“ecclesiastical councils” gathered there, the kind of contention that could surround a preacher,
whatever he might or might not say from the pulpit. “I saw such a spirit of dogmatism and bigotry
in clergy and laity, that if I should be a priest I must take my side, and pronounce as positively as
any of them, or never get a parish, or getting it must soon leave it.” He had no heart for such a life
and his father, he felt certain, would understand, his father being “a man of so thoughtful and
considerate a turn of mind,” even if the profession of law was not one generally held in high
esteem.He judged his father correctly, it seems, but to become a lawyer required that he be
taken into the office of a practicing attorney who would charge a fee, which the young man
himself would have to earn, and it was this necessity, with his Harvard years ended, that led to
the schoolmaster’s desk at Worcester late in the summer of 1755.He made the sixty-mile
journey from Braintree to Worcester by horseback in a single day and, though untried and
untrained as a teacher, immediately assumed his new role in a one-room schoolhouse at the
center of town. To compensate for his obvious youth, he would explain to a friend, he had to
maintain a stiff, frowning attitude.His small charges, both boys and girls numbering about a



dozen, responded, he found, as he had at their age, more to encouragement and praise than to
scolding or “thwacking.” A teacher ought to be an encourager, Adams decided. “But we must be
cautious and sparing of our praise, lest it become too familiar.” Yet for the day-to-day routine of
the classroom, he thought himself poorly suited and dreamed of more glorious pursuits, almost
anything other than what he was doing. One student remembered Master Adams spending most
of the day at his desk absorbed in his own thoughts or busily writing—sermons presumably. But
Adams did like the children and hugely enjoyed observing them:I sometimes, in my sprightly
moments, consider myself, in my great chair at school, as some dictator at the head of a
commonwealth. In this little state I can discover all the great geniuses, all the surprising actions
and revolutions of the great world in miniature. I have several renowned generals but three feet
high, and several deep-projecting politicians in petticoats. I have others catching and dissecting
flies, accumulating remarkable pebbles, cockleshells, etc., with as ardent curiosity as any
virtuoso in the Royal Society. . . . At one table sits Mr. Insipid foppling and fluttering, spinning his
whirligig, or playing with his fingers as gaily and wittily as any Frenchified coxcomb brandishes
his cane and rattles his snuff box. At another sits the polemical divine, plodding and wrangling in
his mind about Adam’s fall in which we sinned, all as his primer has it.He perceived life as a
stirring drama like that of the theater, but with significant differences, as he wrote to a classmate,
Charles Cushing:Upon common theaters, indeed, the applause of the audience is of more
importance to the actors than their own approbation. But upon the stage of life, while conscience
claps, let the world hiss! On the contrary if conscience disapproves, the loudest applauses of the
world are of little value.He boarded with a local physician whose collection of medical books
helped satisfy his insatiable appetite for reading. For a time, interest in the law seemed to fade
and Adams thought of becoming a doctor. But after attending several sessions of the local court,
he felt himself “irresistibly impelled” to the law. In the meantime, he was reading Milton, Virgil,
Voltaire, Viscount Bolingbroke’s Letters on the Study and Use of History, and copying long
extracts in a literary commonplace book.From his reading and from all he heard of the common
talk in town, he found himself meditating more and more about politics and history. It was the
time of the French and Indian War, when Americans had begun calling themselves Americans
rather than colonists. Excitement was high, animosity toward the French intense. In one of his
solitary “reveries,” Adams poured out his thoughts in an amazing letter for anyone so young to
have written, and for all it foresaw and said about him. Dated October 12, 1755, the letter was to
another of his classmates and his cousin Nathan Webb.“All that part of Creation that lies within
our observation is liable to change,” Adams began.Even mighty states and kingdoms are not
exempted. If we look into history, we shall find some nations rising from contemptible beginnings
and spreading their influence, until the whole globe is subjected to their ways. When they have
reached the summit of grandeur, some minute and unsuspected cause commonly affects their
ruin, and the empire of the world is transferred to some other place. Immortal Rome was at first
but an insignificant village, inhabited only by a few abandoned ruffians, but by degrees it rose to
a stupendous height, and excelled in arts and arms all the nations that preceded it. But the



demolition of Carthage (what one should think should have established it in supreme dominion)
by removing all danger, suffered it to sink into debauchery, and made it at length an easy prey to
Barbarians.England immediately upon this began to increase (the particular and minute cause
of which I am not historian enough to trace) in power and magnificence, and is now the greatest
nation upon the globe.Soon after the Reformation a few people came over into the new world for
conscience sake. Perhaps this (apparently) trivial incident may transfer the great seat of empire
into America. It looks likely to me. For if we can remove the turbulent Gallics, our people
according to exactest computations, will in another century, become more numerous than
England itself. Should this be the case, since we have (I may say) all the naval stores of the
nation in our hands, it will be easy to obtain the mastery of the seas, and then the united force of
all Europe, will not be able to subdue us. The only way to keep us from setting up for ourselves is
to disunite us. Divide et impera. Keep us in distinct colonies, and then, some great men in each
colony, desiring the monarchy of the whole, they will destroy each others’ influence and keep the
country in equilibrio.Be not surprised that I am turned politician. The whole town is immersed in
politics.At Harvard he had tried keeping a journal. In Worcester he began again in a paper
booklet no bigger than the palm of his hand, writing in a minute, almost microscopic script,
numbering the days down the left hand margin, his entries at first given to spare, matter-of-fact
notations on the weather and what little passed for social events in his new life:January 23
[1756]. Friday.A fair and agreeable day. Kept school. Drank tea at Col. Chandler’s, and spent the
evening at Major Gardiner’s.January 24. Saturday.A very high west wind. Warm and cloudy. P.M.
Warm and fair.January 25. Sunday.A cold weather. Heard friend Thayer preach two ingenious
discourses from Jeremy [Jeremiah] 10th, 6, and 7. Supped at Col. Chandler’s.Soon he was filling
pages with observations like those on his small scholars and on the arrival of spring, with
frequently sensuous responses to nature—to “soft vernal showers,” atmosphere full of “ravishing
fragrance,” air “soft and yielding.”Increasingly, however, the subject uppermost in mind was
himself, as waves of loneliness, feelings of abject discontent over his circumstances,
dissatisfaction with his own nature, seemed at times nearly to overwhelm him. Something of the
spirit of the old Puritan diarists took hold. By writing only to himself, for himself, by dutifully
reckoning day by day his moral assets and liabilities, and particularly the liabilities, he could thus
improve himself.“Oh! that I could wear out of my mind every mean and base affectation, conquer
my natural pride and conceit.”Why was he constantly forming yet never executing good
resolutions? Why was he so absent-minded, so lazy, so prone to daydreaming his life away? He
vowed to read more seriously. He vowed to quit chewing tobacco.On July 21, 1756, he wrote:I
am resolved to rise with the sun and to study Scriptures on Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and
Sunday mornings, and to study some Latin author the other three mornings. Noons and nights I
intend to read English authors. . . . I will rouse up my mind and fix my attention. I will stand
collected within myself and think upon what I read and what I see. I will strive with all my soul to
be something more than persons who have had less advantages than myself.But the next
morning he slept until seven and a one-line entry the following week read, “A very rainy day.



Dreamed away the time.”There was so much he wanted to know and do, but life was passing
him by. He was twenty years old. “I have no books, no time, no friends. I must therefore be
contented to live and die an ignorant, obscure fellow.”That such spells of gloom were failings in
themselves, he was painfully aware, yet he was at a loss to know what to do about it. “I can as
easily still the fierce tempests or stop the rapid thunderbolt, as command the motions and
operations of my own mind,” he lamented. Actual thunderstorms left him feeling nervous and
unstrung.By turns he worried over never having any bright or original ideas, or being too bright
for his own good, too ready to show off and especially in the company of the older men in the
community who befriended him.“Honesty, sincerity, and openness, I esteem essential marks of a
good mind,” he concluded after one evening’s gathering. He was therefore of the opinion that
men ought “to avow their opinions and defend them with boldness.”Vanity, he saw, was his chief
failing. “Vanity, I am sensible, is my cardinal vice and cardinal folly,” he wrote, vowing to reform
himself.By “vanity” he did not mean he had an excessive pride in appearance. Adams was never
one to spend much time in front of a mirror. Rather, in the eighteenth-century use of the word, he
was berating himself for being overly proud, conceited.“A puffy, vain, conceited conversation
never fails to bring a man into contempt, although his natural endowments be ever so great, and
his application and industry ever so intense. . . . [And] I must own myself to have been, to a very
heinous degree, guilty in this respect.”By late summer of 1756 Adams had made up his mind
about the future. On August 21, he signed a contract with a young Worcester attorney, James
Putnam, to study “under his inspection” for two years. The day after, a Sunday, inspired by a
sermon he had heard—and also, it would seem, by a feeling of relief that his decision not to
become a minister was at last resolved—he wrote of the “glorious shows” of nature and the
intense sensation of pleasure they evoked. Beholding the night sky, “the amazing concave of
Heaven sprinkled and glittering with stars,” he was “thrown into a kind of transport” and knew
such wonders to be the gifts of God, expressions of God’s love. But greatest of all, he wrote, was
the gift of an inquiring mind.But all the provisions that He has [made] for the gratification of our
senses . . . are much inferior to the provision, the wonderful provision that He has made for the
gratification of our nobler powers of intelligence and reason. He has given us reason to find out
the truth, and the real design and true end of our existence.To a friend Adams wrote, “It will be
hard work, but the more difficult and dangerous the enterprise, a higher crown of laurel is
bestowed on the conqueror. . . . But the point is now determined, and I shall have the liberty to
think for myself.”He changed lodgings, moving in with lawyer Putnam, and while continuing his
daytime duties at the Worcester schoolhouse, he read law at night moving fast (too fast, he later
thought) through Wood’s four-volume Institute of the Laws of England, Hawkins’s Abridgment of
Coke’s Institutes, Salkeld’s hefty Reports, Coke’s Entries, and Hawkins’s massive two-volume
Pleas of the Crown in a single volume that weighed fully eight pounds. “Can you imagine any
drier reading?” he would one day write to Benjamin Rush, heavily underscoring the
question.Putnam’s fee was $100, when Adams could “find it convenient.”With the war
continuing, much the greatest excitement in Worcester was the arrival of Lord Jeffrey Amherst



and 4,000 of the King’s troops on their way west to Fort William Henry on Lake George. They
camped on a nearby hill and for several days and nights life in the town was transformed. Writing
more than half a century later, Adams could still warm to the memory.The officers were very
social, spent their evenings and took their suppers with such of the inhabitants as were able to
invite, and entertained us with their music and their dances. Many of them were Scotchmen in
their plaids and their music was delightful. Even the bagpipe was not disagreeable.“I then
rejoiced that I was an Englishman, and gloried in the name of Britain,” he would recall to a friend.
How he might fare in the law was another matter. As he wrote at the time, “I am not without
apprehensions.”IN THE FALL OF 1758, his studies with Putnam completed, Adams returned to
Braintree to move in with his father and mother again after an absence of eight years. “I am
beginning life anew,” he jubilantly informed a Harvard classmate.He was busy catching up with
old friends, busy with his share of the farm work and preparing for admittance to the bar. For the
first time, he was on his own with his studies, and he bent to them with the spirit of
independence and intense determination that were to characterize much of his whole approach
to life. In his diary he wrote of chopping wood and translating Justinian, with equal resolution.“I
have read Gilbert’s first section, of feuds, this evening but I am not a master of it,” he recorded
October 5, referring to Sir Geoffrey Gilbert’s Treatise of Feudal Tenures. “Rose about sun rise.
Unpitched a load of hay. Translated two leaves more of Justinian . . . and am now reading over
again Gilbert’s section of feudal tenures,” he wrote the day following, October 6. October 7:
“Read in Gilbert. . . .” October 9: “I must and will make that book familiar to me.” October 10:
“Read in Gilbert. I read him slowly, but I gain ideas and knowledge as I go along.” October 12:
“This small volume will take me a fortnight, but I will be master of it.”Though full of opinions, he
often found himself reluctant to express them. “I was young, and then very bashful, however
saucy I may have sometimes been since,” he would recall long afterward to Thomas
Jefferson.Feeling miserably unsure of himself, he attended court in Boston, where, awestruck,
he listened to the leading attorneys of the day, Jeremiah Gridley and James Otis, argue cases.
But, as he explained to a friend in Worcester, the appeal of Boston was threefold.I had the
pleasure to sit and hear the greatest lawyers, orators, in short the greatest men in America,
haranguing at the bar, and on the bench. I had the pleasure of spending my evenings with my
Harvard friends in the joys of serene, sedate conversation, and perhaps it is worth my while to
add, I had the pleasure of seeing a great many and of feeling some very [pretty] girls.On the
morning he found his way through the crooked streets of Boston to Jeremiah Gridley’s office for
the requisite interview for admission to the bar, Gridley, much to Adams’s surprise, gave him not
a few cursory minutes but several hours, questioning him closely on his reading. With a kindly,
paternal air, Gridley also counseled him to “pursue the study of the law itself, rather than the gain
of it,” and not to marry early.Adams was admitted to the bar in a ceremony before the Superior
Court at Boston on November 6, 1759, and in a matter of weeks, at age twenty-four, he had
taken his first case, which he lost.In Braintree, as elsewhere in New England, much of town
business was taken up with the commonplace problem of keeping one man’s livestock out of



another man’s fields, and by long-standing custom most legal matters were handled by town
clerks and officials who, though without legal training, were thoroughly schooled in procedure,
knowing to the last detail all that was required for writs and warrants, matters about which, for all
his reading, Adams knew little. The case Lambert v. Field involved two horses belonging to Luke
Lambert, a coarse, cocksure man whom Adams did not like. Lambert’s horses had broken into
the enclosure of a neighbor, Joseph Field, and trampled some crops. When Lambert crossed
onto Field’s land to retrieve them, Field called for him to stop, but Lambert, as Adams noted,
“waved his hat and screamed at the horses and drove away, without tendering Field his
damages.”As counsel for Field, the plaintiff, Adams felt confident in his understanding of the
principles of law involved, but worried that the writ he prepared was “unclerklike” and thus he
would fail. He had had no experience in preparing such a document. His anguish was acute. He
blamed Putnam for insufficient training. He blamed his mother for insisting he take the case lest
it be thought he was incapable of drawing a writ. Nothing, he decided, would ever come easily to
him. “But it is my destiny to dig treasures with my own fingers,” he wrote woefully.To gather
strength, he read aloud from Cicero’s Orations. The “sweetness and grandeur” of just the sounds
of Cicero were sufficient reward, even if one understood none of the meaning. “Besides . . . it
exercises my lungs, raises my spirits, opens my pores, quickens the circulation, and so
contributes much to health.”The case was the talk of the village. Everybody knew everybody
involved. The justice of the peace, before whom Adams would appear, and the lawyer for
Lambert were father and son—Colonel Josiah Quincy and young Samuel Quincy—a
circumstance that obviously did not bode well for Adams and his client.Just as he feared, Adams
lost on a technicality. He had neglected to include the words “the county in the direction to the
constables of Braintree.”“Field’s wrath waxed hot,” he recorded, and his own misery was
extreme. In his first appearance as a lawyer he had been bested by a crude countryman like
Lambert. He had been made to look a fool in the eyes of the whole town, and the humiliation and
anger he felt appear to have affected the atmosphere at home. The night following, a terrible
family row broke out. Susanna Adams flew into a rage over the fact that Deacon John, in answer
to his own conscience and feelings of responsibility as selectman, had brought a destitute young
woman to live in the crowded household, the town having no means to provide for her. How was
the girl to pay for her board, Susanna demanded of her husband, who responded by asserting
his right to govern in his own home. “I won’t have the town’s poor brought here, stark naked for
me to clothe for nothing,” she stormed. He should resign as selectman.When the young woman,
whose name was Judah, burst into tears and John’s brother Peter pointed this out, Adams told
him to hold his tongue, which touched Peter off and “all was breaking into flame.” Adams was so
shaken, he had to leave the room and take up his Cicero again in order to compose himself.His
mother’s uncontrolled responses, her “scolds, rages,” were a grievous flaw, he felt. He knew the
sudden, uncontrollable rush of his own anger, almost to the point of bursting. He must observe
more closely the effects of reason and rage, just as he must never again undertake a case
without command of the details. “Let me never undertake to draw a writ without sufficient time to



examine and digest in my mind all the doubts, queries, objections that may arise,” he wrote. And
he never did. The painful lesson had been learned.Henceforth, he vowed, he would bend his
whole soul to the law. He would let nothing distract him. He drew inspiration from his Roman
heroes. “The first way for a young man to set himself on the road towards glorious reputation,” he
read in Cicero, “is to win renown.” “Reputation,” wrote Adams, “ought to be the perpetual subject
of my thoughts, and aim of my behavior.”Should he confine himself to the small stage of
Braintree? Or would he be better off in Boston? But how possibly could anyone with an interest
in life keep a clear head in Boston?My eyes are so diverted with chimney sweeps, carriers of
wood, merchants, ladies, priests, carts, horses, oxen, coaches, market men and women,
soldiers, sailors, and my ears with the rattle gabble of them all that I can’t think long enough in
the street upon any one thing to start and pursue a thought.He felt “anxious, eager after
something,” but what it was he did not know. “I feel my own ignorance. I feel concern for
knowledge. I have . . . a strong desire for distinction.”“I never shall shine, ’til some animating
occasion calls forth all my powers.” It was 1760, the year twenty-two-year-old George III was
crowned king and Adams turned twenty-five.But if self-absorbed and ambitious, he was hardly
more so than a number of other young men of ability of his time. The difference was that Adams
wrote about it and was perfectly honest with himself.“Why have I not genius to start some new
thought?” he asked at another point in his diary. “Some thing that will surprise the world?” Why
could he not bring order to his life? Why could he not clear his table of its clutter of books and
papers and concentrate on just one book, one subject? Why did imagination so often intervene?
Why did thoughts of girls keep intruding?“Ballast is what I want. I totter with every breeze.”Chide
himself as he would about time spent to little purpose, his appetite for life, for the pleasures of
society was too central to his nature to be denied. Further, he had a talent for friendship. To many
he seemed prickly, intractable, and often he was, but as his friend Jonathan Sewall would write,
Adams had “a heart formed for friendship, and susceptible to the finest feelings.” He needed
friends, prized old friendships. He kept in touch with his Harvard classmates, and for several in
particular maintained boundless admiration. Moses Hemmenway, who had become a
Congregational minister known for his interminable sermons, would remain, in Adams’s
estimate, one of the first scholars of their generation. Samuel Locke, another from the class, was
not only the youngest man ever chosen for the presidency of Harvard, but to Adams one of the
best men ever chosen, irrespective of the fact that Locke had had to resign after only a few years
in office, when his housemaid became pregnant. With his departure, in the words of one Harvard
history, Locke was “promptly forgotten,” but not by John Adams.“Friendship,” Adams had written
to his classmate and cousin, Nathan Webb, “is one of the distinguishing glorys of man. . . . From
this I expect to receive the chief happiness of my future life.” When, a few years later, Webb
became mortally ill, Adams was at his bedside keeping watch through several nights before his
death.His current friends—Sewall, Richard Cranch, Parson Anthony Wibird—were to be his
friends to the last, despite drastic changes in circumstance, differing temperaments,
eccentricities, or politics. When in time Adams became Richard Cranch’s brother-in-law, he



would sign his letters “as ever your faithful friend and affectionate brother, John Adams,”
meaning every word.There was little he enjoyed more than an evening of spontaneous “chatter,”
of stories by candlelight in congenial surroundings, of political and philosophic discourse,
“intimate, unreserved conversation,” as he put it. And flirting, “gallanting,” with the girls.He was
lively, pungent, and naturally amiable—so amiable, as Thomas Jefferson would later write, that it
was impossible not to warm to him. He was so widely read, he could talk on almost any subject,
sail off in almost any direction. What he knew he knew well.Jonathan Sewall had already
concluded that Adams was destined for greatness, telling him, only partly in jest, that “in future
ages, when New England shall have risen to its intended grandeur, it shall be as carefully
recorded among the registers of the literati that Adams flourished in the second century after the
exode of its first settlers from Great Britain, as it is now that Cicero was born in the six-hundred-
and-forty-seventh year after the building of Rome.”Yet Adams often felt ill at ease, hopelessly
awkward. He sensed people were laughing at him, as sometimes they were, and this was
especially hurtful. He had a way of shrugging his shoulders and distorting his face that must be
corrected, he knew. He berated himself for being too shy. “I should look bold, speak with more
spirit.” In the presence of women—those he wished to impress above all—he was too
susceptible to the least sign of approval. “Good treatment makes me think I am admired,
beloved. . . . So I dismiss my guard and grow weak, silly, vain, conceited,
ostentatious.”Determined to understand human nature, fascinated by nearly everyone he
encountered, he devoted large portions of his diary to recording their stories, their views on life,
how they stood, talked, their facial expressions, how their minds worked. In the way that his
literary commonplace book served as a notebook on his reading, the diary became his
notebook on people. “Let me search for the clue which led great Shakespeare into the labyrinth
of human nature. Let me examine how men think.”He made close study of the attorneys he most
admired, the Boston giants of the profession, searching for clues to their success. Jeremiah
Gridley’s “grandeur” emanated from his great learning, his “lordly” manner. The strength of
James Otis was his fiery eloquence. “I find myself imitating Otis,” wrote Adams.His portraits of
“original characters” in and about Braintree were extraordinary, detailed, full of life and color, and
written obviously, like so much of the diary, out of the pure joy of writing. Possibly he knew what a
gift he had as an observer of human nature. In another time, under different circumstances, he
might have become a great novelist.That so many disparate qualities could exist in one person
was of never-ending fascination to him. He longed to understand this in others, as in himself.
The good-natured, obliging landlady of a friend was also a “squaddy, masculine creature” with “a
great staring, rolling eye,” “a rare collection of disagreeable qualities.” A tavern loafer of “low and
ignoble countenance,” one Zab Hayward of Braintree, who had no conception of conventional
grace in dancing or anything else, was nonetheless regarded as the best dancer in town. Adams
sat one night in a local tavern observing from the sidelines. “Every room . . . crowded with
people,” he recorded. “Negroes with a fiddle. Young fellows and girls dancing in the chamber as
if they would kick the floor through.” When at first Zab “gathered a circle around him . . . his



behavior and speeches were softly silly, but as his blood grew warm by motion and liquor, he
grew droll.He caught a girl and danced a jig with her, and then led her to one side of the ring and
said, “Stand there, I call for you by and by.” This was spoken comically enough, and raised a loud
laugh. He caught another girl with light hair and a patch on her chin, and held her by the hand
while he sung a song. . . . This tickled the girl’s vanity, for the song which he applied to her
described a very fine girl indeed.Adams’s new friend, Pastor Anthony Wibird, who had assumed
the pulpit of Braintree’s First Church during the time Adams was away at Worcester, also
became the subject of some of his most vivid sketches. Older than Adams by several years,
Wibird was, as would be said in understatement, “somewhat eccentric,” yet warmly esteemed.
His pastorate would be the longest in the annals of the parish, lasting forty-five years, and the
friendship between Adams and Wibird, equally enduring. Privately, Adams wrote of him with the
delight of a naturalist taking notes on some rare and exotic specimen:P[arson] W[ibird] is
crooked, his head bends forward. . . . His nose is a large Roman nose with a prodigious bunch
protuberance upon the upper part of it. His mouth is large and irregular, his teeth black and foul
and craggy. . . . His eyes are a little squinted, his visage is long and lank, his complexion wan, his
cheeks are fallen, his chin is long, large, and lean. . . . When he prays at home, he raises one
knee upon the chair, and throws one hand over the back of it. With the other he scratches his
neck, pulls the hair of his wig. . . . When he walks, he heaves away, and swags one side, and
steps almost twice as far with one foot as the other. . . . When he speaks, he cocks and rolls his
eyes, shakes his head, and jerks his body about.Wibird was “slovenly and lazy,” yet—and here
was the wonder—he had great “delicacy” of mind, judgment, and humor. He was superb in the
pulpit. “He is a genius,” Adams declared in summation.Parson Wibird was one of the half dozen
or so bachelors in Adams’s social circle. The two closest friends were Jonathan Sewall, a bright,
witty fellow Harvard man and struggling attorney from Middlesex County, and Richard Cranch, a
good-natured, English-born clockmaker who knew French, loved poetry, and delighted in
discussing theological questions with Adams. Bela Lincoln was a physician from nearby
Hingham. Robert Treat Paine was another lawyer and Harvard graduate, whom Adams thought
conceited but who, like Wibird and Sewall, had a quick wit, which for Adams was usually enough
to justify nearly any failing.The preferred gathering place was the large, bustling Josiah Quincy
household at the center of town, where a great part of the appeal was the Quincy family. Colonel
Quincy, as an officer in the militia and possibly the wealthiest man in Braintree, was its leading
citizen, but also someone Adams greatly admired for his polish and eloquence. (Nothing so
helped one gain command of the language, Quincy advised the young man, as the frequent
reading and imitation of Swift and Pope.) In addition to the lawyer son Samuel, there were sons
Edmund and Josiah, who was also a lawyer, as well as a daughter, Hannah, and a cousin,
Esther, who, for Adams and his friends, were the prime attractions. Esther was “pert, sprightly,
and gay.” Hannah was all of that and an outrageous flirt besides.While Jonathan Sewall fell
almost immediately in love with Esther, whom he would eventually marry, Adams, Richard
Cranch, and Bela Lincoln were all in eager pursuit of the high-spirited Hannah. Sensing he was



the favorite, Adams was soon devoting every possible hour to her, and when not, dreaming of
her. Nothing like this had happened to him before. His pleasure and distress were extreme, as he
confided to his friend and rival Cranch:If I look upon a law book my eyes it is true are on the
book, but imagination is at a tea table seeing that hair, those eyes, that shape, that familiar
friendly look. . . . I go to bed and ruminate half the night, then fall asleep and dream the same
enchanting scenes.All this was transpiring when the amorous spirits of the whole group appear
to have been at a pitch. Adams recorded how one evening several couples slipped off to a side
room and “there laughed and screamed and kissed and hussled,” and afterward emerged
“glowing like furnaces.”After an evening stroll with Hannah through Braintree—through “Cupid’s
Grove”—Adams spent a long night and most of the next day with Parson Wibird, talking and
reading aloud from Benjamin Franklin’s Reflections on Courtship and Marriage.“Let no trifling
diversion or amusement or company decoy you from your books,” he lectured himself in his
diary, “i.e., let no girl, no gun, no cards, no flutes, no violins, no dress, no tobacco, no laziness
decoy you from your books.” Besides, he had moments of doubt when he thought Hannah less
than sincere. “Her face and heart have no correspondence,” he wrote.Then came the spring
night he would remember ever after. Alone with Hannah at the Quincy house, he was about to
propose when cousin Esther and Jonathan Sewall suddenly burst into the room and the moment
passed, never to be recovered. As it was, Bela Lincoln, the Hingham physician, increased his
attentions and in a year he and Hannah Quincy would marry.Seeing what a narrow escape he
had had, Adams solemnly determined to rededicate himself. Only by a turn of fate had he been
delivered from “dangerous shackles.” “Let love and vanity be extinguished and the great
passions of ambition, patriotism, break out and burn,” he wrote.Yet, when he met Abigail Smith
for the first time later that same summer of 1759, he would not be greatly impressed, not when
he compared her to Hannah. Abigail and her sisters Mary and Elizabeth were the daughters of
Reverend William Smith of Weymouth, the small seaport town farther along the coast road.
Adams’s friend Cranch had lately begun calling on Mary, the oldest and prettiest of the three. On
the evening he invited Adams to go along with him to meet Abigail, the middle sister, it was for
Adams anything but love at first sight. In contrast to his loving, tender Hannah, these Smith
sisters were, he wrote, neither “fond, nor frank, nor candid.” Nor did Adams much like the father,
who seemed a “crafty, designing man.” Adams’s first impressions were almost entirely bad and,
as he would come to realize, quite mistaken.THE HEAVIEST BLOW of his young life befell John
Adams on May 25, 1761, when his father, Deacon John, died at age seventy, the victim of
epidemic influenza that took a heavy toll in eastern Massachusetts and on older people
especially. In Braintree, seventeen elderly men and women died. Adams’s mother was also
stricken, and though she survived—as she was to survive one epidemic after another down the
years—she was too ill to leave her bed when her husband was buried.On the back of the office
copy of his father’s will, Adams wrote in his own hand the only known obituary of Deacon
John:The testator had a good education, though not at college, and was a very capable and
useful man. In his early life he was an officer of the militia, afterwards a deacon of the church,



and a selectman of the town; almost all the business of the town being managed by him in that
department for twenty years together; a man of strict piety, and great integrity; much esteemed
and beloved wherever he was known, which was not far, his sphere of life being not
extensive.With his father gone, Adams experienced a “want of strength [and] courage” such as
he had never known. Still, as expected of him, he stepped in as head of the family, and as time
passed, those expressions of self-doubt, the fits of despair and self-consciousness that had so
characterized the outpourings in his diary, grew fewer.With his inheritance, he became a man of
substantial property by the measure of Braintree. He received the house immediately beside that
of his father’s, as well as forty acres—ten of adjoining land, plus thirty of orchard, pasture,
woodland, and swamp—and slightly less than a third of his father’s personal estate, since alone
of the three sons he had been provided a college education.Adams was a freeholder now and
his thoughts took a decided “turn to husbandry.” He was soon absorbed in all manner of projects
and improvements, working with several hired men—“the help,” as New Englanders said—
building stone walls, digging up stumps, carting manure, plowing with six yoke of oxen, planting
corn and potatoes. He loved the farm as never before, even the swamp, “my swamp,” as he
wrote.His love of the law, too, grew greater. He felt privileged, blessed in his profession, he told
Jonathan Sewall:Now to what higher object, to what greater character, can any mortal aspire
than to be possessed of all this knowledge, well digested and ready at command, to assist the
feeble and friendless, to discountenance the haughty and lawless, to procure redress to wrongs,
the advancement of right, to assert and maintain liberty and virtue, to discourage and abolish
tyranny and vice?In the house that was now his own, in what had once been the kitchen, before
a lean-to enlargement was added at back, he established his first proper law office. The room
was bright and sunny and in winter warmed by what had been the old kitchen fireplace. In the
corner nearest the road, he had an outside door cut so that clients might directly come and
go.His practice picked up. He was going to Boston now once or twice a week. Soon he was
riding the circuit with the royal judges. “I grow more expert . . . I feel my own strength.”In
November 1762 his friend Richard Cranch and Mary Smith were married, a high occasion for
Adams that he hugely enjoyed, including the customary round of “matrimonial stories” shared
among the men “to raise the spirits,” one of which he happily included in his journal:The story of
B. Bicknal’s wife is a very clever one. She said, when she was married she was very anxious,
she feared, she trembled, she could not go to bed. But she recollected she had put her hand to
the plow and could not look back, so she mustered up her spirits, committed her soul to God
and her body to B. Bicknal and into bed she leaped—and in the morning she was amazed, she
could not think for her life what it was that had so scared her.In the company of Richard Cranch,
Adams had been seeing more and more of the Smith family, about whom he had had a change
of heart. That his interest, at first informal, then ardent, was centered on Abigail was obvious to
all. As an aspiring lawyer, he must not marry early, Jeremiah Gridley had warned. So it was not
until October 25, 1764, after a courtship of nearly five years and just short of his twenty-ninth
birthday, that John Adams’s life changed as never before, when at the Weymouth parsonage, in



a small service conducted by her father, he and Abigail Smith became husband and wife.OF
THE COURTSHIP Adams had said not a word in his diary. Indeed, for the entire year of 1764
there were no diary entries, a sure sign of how preoccupied he was.At their first meeting, in the
summer of 1759, Abigail had been a shy, frail fifteen-year-old. Often ill during childhood and still
subject to recurring headaches and insomnia, she appeared more delicate and vulnerable than
her sisters. By the time of her wedding, she was not quite twenty, little more than five feet tall,
with dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a fine, pale complexion. For a rather stiff pastel portrait,
one of a pair that she and John sat for in Salem a few years after their marriage, she posed with
just a hint of a smile, three strands of pearls at the neck, her hair pulled back with a blue ribbon.
But where the flat, oval face in her husband’s portrait conveyed nothing of his bristling
intelligence and appetite for life, in hers there was a strong, unmistakable look of good sense
and character. He could have been almost any well-fed, untested young man with dark, arched
brows and a grey wig, while she was distinctly attractive, readily identifiable, her intent dark eyes
clearly focused on the world.One wonders how a more gifted artist might have rendered Abigail.
Long years afterward, Gilbert Stuart, while working on her portrait, would exclaim to a friend that
he wished to God he could have painted Mrs. Adams when she was young; she would have
made “a perfect Venus,” to which her husband, on hearing the story, expressed emphatic
agreement.Year after year through the long courtship John trotted his horse up and over Penn’s
Hill by the coast road five miles to Weymouth at every chance and in all seasons. She was his
Diana, after the Roman goddess of the moon. He was her Lysander, the Spartan hero. In the
privacy of correspondence, he would address her as “Ever Dear Diana” or “Miss Adorable.” She
nearly always began her letters then, as later, “My Dearest Friend.” She saw what latent abilities
and strengths were in her ardent suitor and was deeply in love. Where others might see a stout,
bluff little man, she saw a giant of great heart, and so it was ever to be.Only once before their
marriage, when the diary was still active, did Adams dare mention her in its pages, and then
almost in code:Di was a constant feast. Tender, feeling, sensible, friendly. A friend. Not an
imprudent, not an indelicate, not a disagreeable word of action. Prudent, soft, sensible, obliging,
active.She, too, was an avid reader and attributed her “taste for letters” to Richard Cranch, who,
she later wrote, “taught me to love the poets and put into my hands, Milton, Pope, and
Thompson, and Shakespeare.” She could quote poetry more readily than could John Adams,
and over a lifetime would quote her favorites again and again in correspondence, often making
small, inconsequential mistakes, an indication that rather than looking passages up, she was
quoting from memory.Intelligence and wit shined in her. She was consistently cheerful. She, too,
loved to talk quite as much as her suitor, and as time would tell, she was no less strong-
minded.Considered too frail for school, she had been taught at home by her mother and had
access to the library of several hundred books accumulated by her father. A graduate of
Harvard, the Reverend Smith was adoring of all his children, who, in addition to the three
daughters, included one son, William. They must never speak unkindly of anyone, Abigail
remembered her father saying repeatedly. They must say only “handsome things,” and make



topics rather than persons their subjects—sensible policy for a parson’s family. But Abigail had
views on nearly everything and persons no less than topics. Nor was she ever to be particularly
hesitant about expressing what she thought.Open in their affections for one another, she and
John were also open in their criticisms. “Candor is my characteristic,” he told her, as though she
might not have noticed. He thought she could improve her singing voice. He faulted her for her
“parrot-toed” way of walking and for sitting cross-legged. She told him he was too severe in his
judgments of people and that to others often appeared haughty. Besides, she chided him, “a
gentleman has no business to concern himself about the legs of a lady.”During the terrible
smallpox epidemic of 1764, when Boston became “one great hospital,” he went to the city to be
inoculated, an often harrowing, potentially fatal ordeal extending over many days. Though he
sailed through with little discomfort, she worried excessively and they corresponded nearly every
day, Adams reminding her to be sure to have his letters “smoked,” on the chance they carried
contamination.The rambling, old-fashioned parsonage at Weymouth and its furnishings were a
step removed from the plain farmer’s cottage of John’s boyhood or the house Abigail would
move to once they were married. Also, two black slaves were part of the Smith
household.According to traditional family accounts, the match was strongly opposed by Abigail’s
mother. She was a Quincy, the daughter of old John Quincy, whose big hilltop homestead,
known as Mount Wollaston, was a Braintree landmark. Abigail, it was thought, would be
marrying beneath her. But the determination of both Abigail and John, in combination with their
obvious attraction to each other—like steel to a magnet, John said—were more than enough to
carry the day.A month before the wedding, during a spell of several weeks when they were
unable to see one another because of illness, Adams wrote to her:Oh, my dear girl, I thank
heaven that another fortnight will restore you to me—after so long a separation. My soul and
body have both been thrown into disorder by your absence, and a month or two more would
make me the most insufferable cynic in the world. I see nothing but faults, follies, frailties and
defects in anybody lately. People have lost all their good properties or I my justice or
discernment.But you who have always softened and warmed my heart, shall restore my
benevolence as well as my health and tranquility of mind. You shall polish and refine my
sentiments of life and manners, banish all the unsocial and ill natured particles in my
composition, and form me to that happy temper that can reconcile a quick discernment with a
perfect candor.Believe me, now and ever your faithfulLysanderHIS MARRIAGE to Abigail Smith
was the most important decision of John Adams’s life, as would become apparent with time. She
was in all respects his equal and the part she was to play would be greater than he could
possibly have imagined, for all his love for her and what appreciation he already had of her
beneficial, steadying influence.Bride and groom moved to Braintree the evening of the wedding.
There was a servant to wait on them—the same Judah who had been the cause of the family
row years before—who was temporarily on loan from John’s mother. But as the days and weeks
passed, Abigail did her own cooking by the open hearth, and while John busied himself with his
law books and the farm, she spun and wove clothes for their everyday use.Her more sheltered,



bookish upbringing notwithstanding, she was to prove every bit as hardworking as he and no
less conscientious about whatever she undertook. She was and would remain a thoroughgoing
New England woman who rose at five in the morning and was seldom idle. She did everything
that needed doing. All her life she would do her own sewing, baking, feed her own ducks and
chickens, churn her own butter (both because that was what was expected, and because she
knew her butter to be superior). And for all her reading, her remarkable knowledge of English
poetry and literature, she was never to lose certain countrified Yankee patterns of speech,
saying “Canady” for Canada, as an example, using “set” for sit, or the old New England “aya,” for
yes.To John’s great satisfaction, Abigail also got along splendidly with his very unbookish
mother. For a year or more, until Susanna Adams was remarried to an older Braintree man
named John Hall, she continued to live with her son Peter in the family homestead next door,
and the two women grew extremely fond of one another. To Abigail her mother-in-law was a
cheerful, open-minded person of “exemplary benevolence,” dedicated heart and soul to the
welfare of her family, which was more than her eldest son ever committed to paper, even if he
concurred.John and Abigail’s own first child followed not quite nine months after their marriage,
a baby girl, Abigail or “Nabby,” who arrived July 14, 1765, and was, her mother recorded, “the
dear image of her still dearer Papa.”A second baby, John Quincy, was born two years later, and
again in mid-July, 1767, and Adams began worrying about college for Johnny, fine clothes for
Nabby, dancing schools, “and all that.” To Abigail, after nearly three years of marriage, her John
was still “the tenderest of husbands,” his affections “unabated.”For Adams, life had been made
infinitely fuller. All the ties he felt to the old farm were stronger now with Abigail in partnership.
She was the ballast he had wanted, the vital center of a new and better life. The time he spent
away from home, riding the court circuit, apart from her and the “little ones,” became increasingly
difficult. “God preserve you and all our family,” he would write.But in 1765, the same year little
Abigail was born and Adams found himself chosen surveyor of highways in Braintree, he was
swept by events into sudden public prominence. His marriage and family life were barely under
way when he began the rise to the fame he had so long desired. “I never shall shine ’til some
animating occasion calls forth all my powers,” he had written, and here now was the moment.“I
am . . . under all obligations of interest and ambition, as well as honor, gratitude and duty, to exert
the utmost of abilities in this important cause,” he wrote, and with characteristic honesty he had
not left ambition out.THE FIRST NEWS of the Stamp Act reached the American colonies during
the last week of May 1765 and produced an immediate uproar, and in Massachusetts especially.
Starting in November, nearly everything written or printed on paper other than private
correspondence and books—all pamphlets, newspapers, advertisements, deeds, diplomas,
bills, bonds, all legal documents, ship’s papers, even playing cards—were required to carry
revenue stamps, some costing as much as ten pounds. The new law, the first British attempt to
tax Americans directly, had been passed by Parliament to help pay for the cost of the French and
Indian War and to meet the expense of maintaining a colonial military force to prevent Indian
wars. Everyone was affected. The Boston Gazette reported Virginia in a state of “utmost



consternation.” In August, Boston mobs, “like devils let loose,” stoned the residence of Andrew
Oliver, secretary of the province, who had been appointed distributor of the stamps, then
attacked and destroyed the house of Lieutenant Governor Thomas Hutchinson, wrongly
suspecting him of having sponsored the detested tax.Adams, who had earlier joined a new law
club in Boston started by Jeremiah Gridley, had, at Gridley’s suggestion, been working on an
essay that would become A Dissertation on the Canon and the Feudal Law. It was his first
extended political work and one of the most salient of his life, written at the age of thirty. Now, at
the height of the furor, he arranged for its publication as an unsigned, untitled essay in the
Gazette. (It would be published in England later, in a volume titled The True Sentiments of
America.) It was not a call to arms or mob action—with his countryman’s dislike of the Boston
“rabble,” Adams was repelled by such an “atrocious violation of the peace.” The Stamp Act was
hardly mentioned. Rather, it was a statement of his own fervent patriotism and the taproot
conviction that American freedoms were not ideals still to be obtained, but rights long and firmly
established by British law and by the courage and sacrifices of generations of Americans. Years
later Adams would say the Revolution began in the minds of Americans long before any shots
were fired or blood shed.“Be it remembered,” he wrote in his Dissertation, “that liberty must at all
hazards be supported. We have a right to it, derived from our Maker. But if we have not, our
fathers have earned and bought it for us at the expense of their ease, their estates, their
pleasure, and their blood.And liberty cannot be preserved without a general knowledge among
the people who have a right from the frame of their nature to knowledge, as their great Creator
who does nothing in vain, has given them understandings and a desire to know. But besides this
they have a right, an indisputable, unalienable, indefeasible divine right to the most dreaded and
envied kind of knowledge, I mean of the characters and conduct of their rulers.He was calling on
his readers for independence of thought, to use their own minds. It was the same theme he had
struck in his diary at Worcester a decade before, in his turmoil over what to do with his life,
writing, “The point is now determined, and I shall have the liberty to think for myself.”Government
is a plain, simple, intelligent thing, founded in nature and reason, quite comprehensible by
common sense [the Dissertation continued]. . . . The true source of our suffering has been our
timidity. We have been afraid to think. . . . Let us dare to read, think, speak, and write. . . . Let it be
known that British liberties are not the grants of princes or parliaments . . . that many of our rights
are inherent and essential, agreed on as maxims and established as preliminaries, even before
Parliament existed. . . . Let us read and recollect and impress upon our souls the views and ends
of our more immediate forefathers, in exchanging their native country for a dreary, inhospitable
wilderness. . . . Recollect their amazing fortitude, their bitter sufferings—the hunger, the
nakedness, the cold, which they patiently endured—the severe labors of clearing their grounds,
building their houses, raising their provisions, amidst dangers from wild beasts and savage men,
before they had time or money or materials for commerce. Recollect the civil and religious
principles and hopes and expectations which constantly supported and carried them through all
hardships with patience and resignation. Let us recollect it was liberty, the hope of liberty, for



themselves and us and ours, which conquered all discouragements, dangers, and trials.The
essay began appearing in the Gazette on August 12, 1765, and it struck an immediate chord.
“The author is a young man, not above 33 or 34, but of incomparable sense,” wrote Boston’s
senior pastor, Charles Chauncey, to the learned Rhode Island clergyman and future president of
Yale College, Ezra Stiles. “I esteem that piece one of the best that has been written. It has done
honor to its author; and it is a pity but he should be known.”Soon afterward Adams drafted what
became known as the Braintree Instructions—instructions from the freeholders of the town to
their delegate to the General Court, the legislative body of Massachusetts—which, when printed
in October in the Gazette, “rang” through the colony. “We have always understood it to be a
grand and fundamental principle of the [English] constitution that no freeman should be subject
to any tax to which he has not given his own consent.” There must be “no taxation without
representation”—a phrase that had been used in Ireland for more than a generation. And in
rejecting the rule of the juryless Admiralty Court in enforcing this law, the instructions declared
that there must be a trial by jury and an independent judiciary.In amazingly little time the
document was adopted by forty towns, something that had never happened before.Now fully
joined in Boston’s political ferment, Adams was meeting with Gridley, James Otis, Samuel
Adams, and others. Observing them closely, he concluded that it was his older, second cousin,
Samuel Adams who had “the most thorough understanding of liberty.” Samuel Adams was
“zealous and keen in the cause,” of “steadfast integrity,” a “universal good character.” The
esteemed Otis, however, had begun to act strangely. He was “liable to great inequities of temper,
sometimes in despondency, sometimes in rage,” Adams recorded in dismay.Otis, a protégé of
Gridley, had been for Adams the shining example of the lawyer-scholar, learned yet powerful in
argument. Now he became Adams’s political hero, just as Thomas Hutchinson became Adams’s
chief villain. A lifetime later, Adams would vividly describe Otis as he had been in his surpassing
moment, in the winter of 1761, in argument against writs of assistance, search warrants that
permitted customs officers to enter and search any premises whenever they wished. Before the
bench in the second-floor Council Chamber of the Province House in Boston, Otis had declared
such writs—which were perfectly valid in English law and commonly issued in England—null
and void because they violated the natural rights of Englishmen. Adams, who had been present
as an observer only, would remember it as one of the inspiring moments of his life, a turning
point for him as for history. The five judges, with Hutchinson at their head as chief justice, sat in
comfort near blazing fireplaces, Adams recalled, “all in their new fresh robes of scarlet English
cloth, in their broad hats, and immense judicial wigs.” But Otis, in opposition, was a “flame” unto
himself. “With the promptitude of classical illusions, a depth of research . . . and a torrent of
impetuous eloquence, he hurried away all before him.” By Adams’s account, every one of the
immense crowded audience went away, as he did, ready to take up arms against writs of
assistance. “Then and there was the first scene of the first act of opposition to the arbitrary
claims of Great Britain,” Adams would claim. “Then and there the child independence was
born.”But by 1765 it was the tragic decline of James Otis that gripped Adams. At meetings now,



Otis talked on endlessly and to no point. No one could get a word in. “Otis is in confusion yet,”
Adams noted a year or so later. “He rambles and wanders like a ship without a helm.” Adams
began to doubt Otis’s sanity, and as time passed, it became clear that Otis, his hero, was indeed
going mad, a dreadful spectacle.“The year 1765 has been the most remarkable year of my life,”
Adams wrote in his diary that December. “The enormous engine fabricated by the British
Parliament for battering down all the rights and liberties of America, I mean the Stamp Act, has
raised and spread through the whole continent a spirit that will be recorded to our honor, with all
future generations.”“At home with my family. Thinking,” reads the entry of a few nights later.“At
home. Thinking,” he wrote Christmas Day.WITH THE REPEAL of the Stamp Act by Parliament in
the spring of 1766, and the easing of tensions that followed in the next two years, until the arrival
of British troops at Boston, Adams put politics aside to concentrate on earning a living. He was
thinking of politics not at all, he insisted.He was back on the road, riding the circuit, the reach of
his travels extending more than two hundred miles, from the island of Martha’s Vineyard off
Cape Cod, north to Maine, which was then part of the Massachusetts Bay Province, to as far
west as Worcester. As recalled in the family years later, he was endowed for the profession of
law with the natural gifts of “a clear and sonorous voice,” a “ready elocution,” stubbornness, but
with the “counter-check” of self-control, and a strong moral sense. He handled every kind of case
—land transfers, trespass, admiralty, marine insurance, murder, adultery, rape, bastardy,
buggery, assault and battery, tarring and feathering. He defended, not always successfully, poor
debtors, horse thieves, and smugglers. He saw every side of life, learned to see things as they
were, and was considered, as Jonathan Sewall would write, as “honest [a] lawyer as ever broke
bread.”In 1766, like his father before him, Adams was elected selectman in Braintree. But so
active had his Boston practice become by 1768 that he moved the family to a rented house in
the city, a decision he did not like, fearing the effect on their health. He established a Boston
office and presently admitted two young men, Jonathan Austin and William Tudor, to read law
with him, in return for fees of 10 pounds sterling. “What shall I do with two clerks at a time?”
Adams speculated in his diary, adding that he would do all he could “for their education and
advancement in the world,” a pledge he was to keep faithfully. When Billy Tudor was admitted to
the bar three years later, Adams took time to write to Tudor’s wealthy father to praise the young
man for his clear head and honest heart, but also to prod the father into giving his son some help
getting started in his practice. Adams had seen too often the ill effect of fathers who ignored their
sons when a little help could have made all the difference.With the death of Jeremiah Gridley the
year before and the mental collapse of James Otis, John Adams, still in his thirties, had become
Boston’s busiest attorney. He was “under full sail,” prospering at last, and in the Adams tradition,
he began buying more land, seldom more than five or ten acres of salt marsh or woodland at a
time, but steadily, year after year. (Among his father’s memorable observations was that he never
knew a piece of land to run away or break.) Eventually, after his brother Peter married and
moved to his wife’s house, John would purchase all of the old homestead, with its barn and fifty-
three acres, which included Fresh Brook, to Adams a prime asset. In one pasture, he reckoned,



there were a thousand red cedars, which in twenty years, “if properly pruned,” might be worth a
shilling each. And with an appreciative Yankee eye, he noted “a quantity of good stone in it,
too.”He was becoming more substantial in other ways. “My good man is so very fat that I am lean
as a rail,” Abigail bemoaned to her sister Mary. He acquired more and more books, books being
an acknowledged extravagance he could seldom curb. (With one London bookseller he had
placed a standing order for “every book and pamphlet, of reputation, upon the subjects of law
and government as soon as it comes out.”) “I want to see my wife and children every day,” he
would write while away on the court circuit. “I want to see my grass and blossoms and corn. . . .
But above all, except the wife and children, I want to see my books.”In the privacy of his journal,
he could also admit now, if obliquely, to seeing himself as a figure of some larger importance.
After noting in one entry that his horse had overfed on grass and water, Adams speculated
wryly, “My biographer will scarcely introduce my little mare and her adventures.”He could still
search his soul over which path to follow. “To what object are my views directed?” he asked. “Am
I grasping at money, or scheming for power?” Yes, he was amassing a library, but to what
purpose? “Fame, fortune, power say some, are the ends intended by a library. The service of
God, country, clients, fellow men, say others. Which of these lie nearest my heart?What plan of
reading or reflection or business can be pursued by a man who is now at Pownalborough
[Maine], then at Martha’s Vineyard, next at Boston, then at Taunton, presently at Barnstable,
then at Concord, now at Salem, then at Cambridge, and afterward Worcester. Now at Sessions,
then at Pleas, now in Admiralty, now at Superior Court, then in the gallery of the House. . . . Here
and there and everywhere, a rambling, roving, vagrant, vagabond life.Yet when Jonathan Sewall,
who had become attorney general of the province, called on Adams at the request of governor
Francis Bernard to offer him the office of advocate general in the Court of Admiralty, a plum for
an ambitious lawyer, Adams had no difficulty saying no.Politically he and Sewall were on
opposing sides, Sewall having become an avowed Tory. Yet they tried to remain friends. “He
always called me John and I him Jonathan,” remembered Adams, “and I often said to him, I wish
my name were David.” Both understood that the office, lucrative in itself, was, in Adams’s words,
a “sure introduction to the most profitable business in the province.” Sewall, with his large Brattle
Street house in Cambridge, was himself an example of how high one could rise. Yet so open a
door to prosperity, not to say the gratification to one’s vanity, that a royal appointment might offer
tempted Adams not at all.With Boston full of red-coated British troops—sent in 1768 to keep
order, as another round of taxes was imposed by Parliament, this time on paper, tea, paint, and
glass—the atmosphere in the city turned incendiary. Incidents of violence broke out between
townsmen and soldiers, the hated “Lobsterbacks.”The crisis came in March of 1770, a year
already shadowed for John and Abigail by the loss of a child. A baby girl, Susanna, born since
the move to Boston and named for John’s mother, had died in February at a little more than a
year old. Adams was so upset by the loss that he could not speak of it for years.ON THE COLD
MOONLIT EVENING of March 5, 1770, the streets of Boston were covered by nearly a foot of
snow. On the icy, cobbled square where the Province House stood, a lone British sentry, posted



in front of the nearby Custom House, was being taunted by a small band of men and boys. The
time was shortly after nine. Somewhere a church bell began to toll, the alarm for fire, and almost
at once crowds came pouring into the streets, many men, up from the waterfront, brandishing
sticks and clubs. As a throng of several hundred converged at the Custom House, the lone
guard was reinforced by eight British soldiers with loaded muskets and fixed bayonets, their
captain with drawn sword. Shouting, cursing, the crowd pelted the despised redcoats with
snowballs, chunks of ice, oyster shells, and stones. In the melee the soldiers suddenly opened
fire, killing five men. Samuel Adams was quick to call the killings a “bloody butchery” and to
distribute a print published by Paul Revere vividly portraying the scene as a slaughter of the
innocent, an image of British tyranny, the Boston Massacre, that would become fixed in the
public mind.The following day thirty-four-year-old John Adams was asked to defend the soldiers
and their captain, when they came to trial. No one else would take the case, he was informed.
Hesitating no more than he had over Jonathan Sewall’s offer of royal appointment, Adams
accepted, firm in the belief, as he said, that no man in a free country should be denied the right
to counsel and a fair trial, and convinced, on principle, that the case was of utmost importance.
As a lawyer, his duty was clear. That he would be hazarding his hard-earned reputation and, in
his words, “incurring a clamor and popular suspicions and prejudices” against him, was obvious,
and if some of what he later said on the subject would sound a little self-righteous, he was also
being entirely honest.Only the year before, in 1769, Adams had defended four American sailors
charged with killing a British naval officer who had boarded their ship with a press gang to grab
them for the British navy. The sailors were acquitted on grounds of acting in self-defense, but
public opinion had been vehement against the heinous practice of impressment. Adams had
been in step with the popular outrage, exactly as he was out of step now. He worried for Abigail,
who was pregnant again, and feared he was risking his family’s safety as well as his own, such
was the state of emotions in Boston. It was rumored he had been bribed to take the case. In
reality, a retainer of eighteen guineas was the only payment he would receive.Criticism of almost
any kind was nearly always painful for Adams, but public scorn was painful in the extreme.“The
only way to compose myself and collect my thoughts,” he wrote in his diary, “is to set down at my
table, place my diary before me, and take my pen into my hand. This apparatus takes off my
attention from other objects. Pen, ink, and paper and a sitting posture are great helps to attention
and thinking.”From a treatise by the eminent Italian penologist and opponent of capital
punishment Cesare, Marchese di Beccaria, he carefully copied the following:If, by supporting
the rights of mankind, and of invincible truth, I shall contribute to save from the agonies of death
one unfortunate victim of tyranny, or of ignorance, equally fatal, his blessings and years of
transport will be sufficient consolation to me for the contempt of all mankind.There were to be
two conspicuously fair trials held in the new courthouse on Queen Street. The first was of the
British captain, Thomas Preston, the opening of the trial being delayed until October when
passions had cooled. The second was of the soldiers. In the first trial Adams was assisted by
young Josiah Quincy, Jr., while the court-appointed lawyer trying the case was Josiah’s brother,



Samuel, assisted by Robert Treat Paine. Whether Captain Preston had given an order to fire, as
was charged, could never be proven. Adams’s argument for the defense, though unrecorded,
was considered a virtuoso performance. Captain Preston was found not guilty.Adams’s closing
for the second and longer trial, which was recorded, did not come until December 3, and lasted
two days. The effect on the crowded courtroom was described as “electrical.” “I am for the
prisoners at bar,” he began, then invoked the line from the Marchese di Beccaria. Close study of
the facts had convinced Adams of the innocence of the soldiers. The tragedy was not brought on
by the soldiers, but by the mob, and the mob, it must be understood, was the inevitable result of
the flawed policy of quartering troops in a city on the pretext of keeping the peace:We have
entertained a great variety of phrases to avoid calling this sort of people a mob. Some call them
shavers, some call them geniuses. The plain English is, gentlemen, [it was] most probably a
motley rabble of saucy boys, Negroes and mulattoes, Irish teagues and outlandish jacktars. And
why should we scruple to call such a people a mob, I can’t conceive, unless the name is too
respectable for them. The sun is not about to stand still or go out, nor the rivers to dry up
because there was a mob in Boston on the 5th of March that attacked a party of soldiers. . . .
Soldiers quartered in a populous town will always occasion two mobs where they prevent one.
They are wretched conservators of the peace.He described how the shrieking “rabble” pelted
the soldiers with snowballs, oyster shells, sticks, “every species of rubbish,” as a cry went up to
“Kill them! Kill them!” One soldier had been knocked down with a club, then hit again as soon as
he could rise. “Do you expect he should behave like a stoic philosopher, lost in apathy?” Adams
asked. Self-defense was the primary canon of the law of nature. Better that many guilty persons
escape unpunished than one innocent person should be punished. “The reason is, because it’s
of more importance to community, that innocence should be protected, than it is, that guilt
should be punished.”“Facts are stubborn things,” he told the jury, “and whatever may be our
wishes, our inclinations, or the dictums of our passions, they cannot alter the state of facts and
evidence.”The jury remained out two and a half hours. Of the eight soldiers, six were acquitted
and two found guilty of manslaughter, for which they were branded on their thumbs.There were
angry reactions to the decision. Adams was taken to task in the Gazette and claimed later to
have suffered the loss of more than half his practice. But there were no riots, and Samuel Adams
appears never to have objected to the part he played. Possibly Samuel Adams had privately
approved, even encouraged it behind the scenes, out of respect for John’s fierce integrity, and
on the theory that so staunch a show of fairness would be good politics.As time would show,
John Adams’s part in the drama did increase his public standing, making him in the long run
more respected than ever. Years later, reflecting from the perspective of old age, he himself
would call it the most exhausting case he ever undertook, but conclude with pardonable pride
that his part in the defense was “one of the most gallant, generous, manly and disinterested
actions of my whole life, and one of the best pieces of service I ever rendered my country.”A
SECOND SON, Charles, was born that summer of 1770, and for all the criticism to which he was
being subjected, Adams was elected by the Boston Town Meeting as a representative to the



Massachusetts legislature. It was his first real commitment to politics. Inevitably it would mean
more time away from his practice, and still further reduction in income. When, the night of the
meeting, he told Abigail of his apprehensions, she burst into tears, but then, as Adams would
relate, said “she thought I had done as I ought, she was very willing to share in all that was to
come.”But the complications and demands of both the law and politics became too much and
Adams suffered what appears to have been a physical breakdown. “Especially the constant
obligation to speak in public almost every day for many hours had exhausted my health, brought
on pain in my breast and complaint in my lungs, which seriously threatened my life,” he would
later write. In the spring of 1771, he and the family moved back to Braintree, to “the air of my
native spot, and the fine breezes from the sea,” which “together with daily rides on horseback,”
gradually restored him.Another child, Thomas Boylston, was born in September of 1772, and
again Adams was off on the “vagabond life” of the circuit, carrying a copy of Don Quixote in his
saddlebag and writing Abigail sometimes as many as three letters a day.Business was good in
Massachusetts in the calm of 1772 and Adams prospered once again. He appeared in more
than two hundred Superior Court cases. Among his clients were many of the richest men in the
colony, including John Hancock. At the conclusion of one morning in court, Adams was told
people were calling him the finest speaker they had ever heard, “the equal to the greatest orator
that ever spoke in Greece or Rome.”He could speak extemporaneously and, if need be, almost
without limit. Once, to give a client time to retrieve a necessary record, Adams spoke for five
hours, through which the court and jury sat with perfect patience. At the end he was roundly
applauded because, as he related the story, he had spoken “in favor of justice.”At home, he filled
pages of his journal with observations on government and freedom, “notes for an oration at
Braintree,” as he labeled them, though the oration appears never to have been
delivered.Government is nothing more than the combined force of society, or the united power of
the multitude, for the peace, order, safety, good and happiness of the people. . . . There is no king 
or queen bee distinguished from all others, by size or figure or beauty and variety of colors, in
the human hive. No man has yet produced any revelation from heaven in his favor, any divine
communication to govern his fellow men. Nature throws us all into the world equal and
alike. . . .The preservation of liberty depends upon the intellectual and moral character of the
people. As long as knowledge and virtue are diffused generally among the body of a nation, it is
impossible they should be enslaved. . . .Ambition is one of the more ungovernable passions of
the human heart. The love of power is insatiable and uncontrollable. . . .There is danger from all
men. The only maxim of a free government ought to be to trust no man living with power to
endanger the public liberty.At the same time, he was vowing, at least in the privacy of his diary,
to devote himself wholly to his private business and providing for his family. “Above all things I
must avoid politics. . . .” But as tensions in the colony mounted, so did his pent-up rage and
longing for action. On an evening with the Cranches, when a visiting Englishman began extolling
the English sense of justice, Adams exploded, taking everyone by surprise, and Adams as much
as any. “I cannot but reflect upon myself with the severity of these rash, inexperienced, boyish,



raw and awkward expressions,” he wrote afterward. “A man who has not better government of his
tongue, no more command of his temper, is unfit for everything but children’s play and the
company of boys.” There was no more justice in Britain than in hell, he had told the
Englishman.By the time of the destruction of the tea, what was later to become known as the
Boston Tea Party in December 1773, he had again moved the family to Boston. His hatred of
mob action notwithstanding, Adams was exuberant over the event. In less than six months, in
May 1774, in reprisal, the British closed the port of Boston, the worst blow to the city in its
history. “We live, my dear soul, in an age of trial,” he told Abigail. Shut off from the sea, Boston
was doomed. It must suffer martyrdom and expire in a noble cause. For himself, he saw “no
prospect of any business in my way this whole summer. I don’t receive a shilling a week.”Yet she
must not assume he was “in the dumps.” Quite the contrary: he felt better than he had in years.IN
1774, Adams was chosen by the legislature as one of five delegates to the First Continental
Congress at Philadelphia, and with all Massachusetts on the verge of rebellion, he removed
Abigail and the children again to Braintree, where they would remain.In July he traveled to
Maine, for what was to be his last turn on the circuit before leaving for Philadelphia. During a
break from the court at Falmouth (later Portland), he and Jonathan Sewall, who was still attorney
general, climbed a hill overlooking the blue sweep of Casco Bay, where they could talk
privately.Their friendship had cooled in recent years, as had been inevitable under the
circumstances. In his diary Adams had grieved that his best friend in the world had become his
implacable enemy. “God forgive him for the part he has acted,” Adams had written, adding, “It is
not impossible that he may make the same prayer for me.” Now Sewall pleaded with Adams not
to attend the Congress. The power of Great Britain was “irresistible” and would destroy all who
stood in the way, Sewall warned.As long as they lived, neither man would forget the moment.
Adams told Sewall he knew Great Britain was “determined on her system,” but “that very
determination, determined me on mine.” The die was cast, Adams said. “Swim or sink, live or
die, survive or perish, [I am] with my country . . . You may depend upon it.”Less than a year later,
after the battle of Bunker Hill, Sewall would choose to “quit America.” With his wife and family he
sailed for London, never to return. “It is not despair which drives me away,” he wrote before
departure. “I have faith . . . that rebellion will shrink back to its native hell, and that Great Britain
will rise superior to all the gasconade of the little, wicked American politicians.”Not long
afterward, in a series of letters to the Boston Gazette that he signed “Novangelus”—the New
Englander—Adams argued that Americans had every right to determine their own destiny and
charged the Foreign Ministry in London with corruption and venal intent. America, Adams
warned, could face subjugation of the kind inflicted on Ireland. Unless America took action, and
at once, Adams wrote, they faced the prospect of living like the Irish on potatoes and
water.IIIWITH JOSEPH BASS AT HIS SIDE, Adams crossed Long Bridge over the frozen
Charles River and rode into Cambridge in the early afternoon of January 24, 1776, in time to
dine with General Washington at the temporary quarters of Colonel Thomas Mifflin near Harvard
Yard. Mifflin, a wealthy young Philadelphia merchant who served with Adams in the Continental



Congress, had been one of the first to welcome Adams on his arrival in Philadelphia. As a
“fighting Quaker,” he had since become Washington’s aide-de-camp.Martha Washington was
present with her husband, as were General Horatio Gates and his lady. When Martha
Washington and Elizabeth Gates arrived in Cambridge by coach in December, it was remarked
that they would surely be a welcome addition “in country where [fire] wood was scarce.” Gates, a
former British officer, was an affable, plain-faced man who, like Washington, had served during
the French and Indian War on the disastrous Braddock expedition. As adjutant general he was
Washington’s right hand at Cambridge.Washington and Adams were nearly the same age,
Washington, at forty-three, being just three years older. Powerfully built, he stood nearly a head
taller than Adams—six feet four in his boots, taller than almost anyone of the day—and loomed
over his short, plump wife. The three officers, in their beautiful buff and blue uniforms, were all
that Adams might imagine when picturing himself as a soldier.Yet even they were upstaged by
the main attractions of the gathering, a dozen or more sachems and warriors of the
Caughnawaga Indians in full regalia who had been invited to dine, together with their wives and
children. Adams had been fascinated by Indians since boyhood, when the aged leaders of the
Punkapaug and Neponset tribes had called on his father. But he shared with Washington and
Gates a dread fear of the British unleashing Indian war parties on the frontiers, as had the
French twenty years before. Recalling what he had read and heard, Adams had earlier written to
a friend, “The Indians are known to conduct their wars so entirely without faith and humanity that
it would bring eternal infamy on the Ministry throughout all Europe if they should excite those
savages to war. . . . To let loose these blood hounds to scalp men and to butcher women and
children is horrid.” Yet finding himself now unexpectedly in the actual presence of Indians was
another matter, and he had a very different reaction.The dinner, starting at two o’clock, was a
diplomatic occasion. The Caughnawagas had come to offer their services to the Americans,
and, gathered all about him, they presented a spectacle that Adams, to his surprise, hugely
enjoyed. “It was a savage feast, carnivorous animals devouring their prey,” he wrote in his diary.
“Yet they were wondrous polite. The general introduced me to them as one of the Grand Council
Fire at Philadelphia, upon which they made me many bows and cordial reception.” To Abigail he
reported himself decidedly pleased by the whole occasion.What he could not risk telling her by
letter was that the command at Cambridge had received the most heartening news, indeed the
only good news, of the long, grim winter. An expedition led by young Henry Knox, a former
Boston bookseller and colonel in Washington’s army, had been sent to Lake Champlain to
retrieve the artillery captured by Ethan Allen at Fort Ticonderoga and haul the great guns back
over the snow-covered Berkshire Mountains all the way to Boston, a task many had thought
impossible. Now the “noble train” was at Framingham, twenty miles to the west. It was a feat of
almost unimaginable daring and difficulty and, ironically, only made possible by the severity of
the winter, as the guns had been dragged over the snow on sleds.Mounted and on their way
again the next morning, with the temperature still in the twenties, Adams and Bass were joined
by a newly elected Massachusetts delegate to Congress, young Elbridge Gerry. They rode out



past the pickets and campfires of Cambridge and at Framingham stopped to see for themselves
the guns from Ticonderoga, Adams making careful note of the inventory—58 cannon ranging in
size from 3- and 4-pounders to one giant 24-pounder that weighed more than two tons. Clearly,
with such artillery, Washington could change the whole picture at Boston.The three riders
pressed on through the grey and white landscape, making twenty to twenty-five miles a day. A
“cold journey,” Adams wrote. The weather was persistently wretched. There was more snow,
wind, and freezing rain.With dusk coming on by four in the afternoon and the bitter cold turning
colder still, the glow and warmth of familiar wayside taverns was more welcome than ever. Under
normal circumstances, Adams nearly always enjoyed such stops. He loved the food—wild goose
on a spit, punch, wine, bread and cheese, apples—and a leisurely pipe afterward, while toasting
himself by the fire. He picked up news, delighted in “scenes and characters,” as he said, enough
“for the amusement of Swift or even Shakespeare.”It was in such places that he had first sensed
the rising tide of revolution. A year before the first meeting of Congress in 1774, riding the court
circuit, he had stopped one winter night at a tavern at Shrewsbury, about forty miles from
Boston, and as he would recall for Benjamin Rush years afterward, the scene left a vivid
impression.. . . as I was cold and wet I sat down at a good fire in the bar room to dry my great
coat and saddlebags, till a fire could be made in my chamber. There presently came in, one after
another half a dozen or half a score substantial yeomen of the neighborhood, who, sitting down
to the fire after lighting their pipes, began a lively conversation upon politics. As I believed I was
unknown to all of them, I sat in total silence to hear them. One said, “The people of Boston are
distracted.” Another answered, “No wonder the people of Boston are distracted; oppression will
make wise men mad.” A third said, “What would you say, if a fellow should come to your house
and tell you he was come to take a list of your cattle that Parliament might tax you for them at so
much a head? And how should you feel if he should go out and break open your barn, to take
down your oxen, cows, horses and sheep?” “What would I say,” replied the first, “I would knock
him in the head.” “Well,” said a fourth, “if Parliament can take away Mr. Hancock’s wharf and Mr.
Row’s wharf, they can take away your barn and my house.” After much more reasoning in this
style, a fifth who had as yet been silent, broke out, “Well it is high time for us to rebel. We must
rebel sometime or other: and we had better rebel now than at any time to come: if we put it off for
ten or twenty years, and let them go on as they have begun, they will get a strong party among
us, and plague us a great deal more than they can now. As yet they have but a small party on
their side.”But now, at town after town, the atmosphere was edged with melancholy, the talk was
of defeat at Quebec and the dire situation at Boston.Snow lay deep most of the way. With drifts
banked against buildings and stone walls, trees bare against the sky, the wind seldom still, no
part of the journey was easy or uplifting to the spirits. Instead of welcoming committees and
church bells, there was only the frozen road ahead.The one bright note was young Gerry, who
belonged to the so-called “codfish aristocracy” of Marblehead, his father having made a fortune
shipping dried cod to Spain and the West Indies. Like Adams, indeed like every member of the
Massachusetts delegation, Gerry was a Harvard graduate, a slight, birdlike man, age thirty-one,



who spoke with a stammer and had an odd way of contorting his face, squinting and enlarging
his eyes. But he was good company. Because of the family business, he had traveled extensively
and was an ardent patriot. He and Adams talked all the way, making the journey, as Adams
related to Abigail, considerably less tedious than it might have been. Their days together on the
wintry road marked the start of what was to be a long, eventful friendship.Like Adams, Gerry
viewed mankind as capable of both great good and great evil. Importantly now, they were also of
the same heart concerning what had to be done at Philadelphia.Abigail had already said what
John knew needed saying when, in November, a petition was circulated at home calling for
reconciliation with Britain. “I could not join today in the petitions . . . for a reconciliation between
our no longer parent state, by a tyrant state and these colonies,” she wrote. Then, making a slight
but definite dash mark with her pen before continuing, as if to signify her own break from the
past, she said, “Let us separate, they are unworthy to be our brethren.”Passing through New
York, Adams bought two copies of a small anonymous pamphlet, newly published under the title
Common Sense. Keeping one, he sent the other on to her.ADAMS AND HIS TWO
COMPANIONS arrived at Philadelphia on Thursday, February 8, 1776, fifteen days after leaving
Braintree.His first letters from Abigail did not reach him until more than a month later and were
filled with accounts of thrilling events. The American bombardment of Boston had begun March
2 and 3. “No sleep for me tonight,” she wrote, as the house trembled about her. On March 5 she
described a more thunderous barrage: “the rattling of the windows, the jar of the house and the
continuous roar of the 24-pounders.”The night before, working at great speed, Washington’s
men had moved the guns from Ticonderoga to commanding positions on the high ground of the
Dorchester Peninsula, south of Boston, looking over Boston Harbor and the British fleet. With
hundreds of ox teams and more than a thousand American troops at work, breastworks had
been set up and cannon hauled into place, all in a night and to the complete surprise of the
British. Abigail was told that the British commander, on seeing what they had accomplished,
remarked, “My God, these fellows have done more work in one night than I could make my army
do in three months.”Days of fearful tension followed until Sunday, March 17, St. Patrick’s Day,
when she went again to the top of Penn’s Hill to see a spectacle such as no one could ever have
imagined—the British were abandoning Boston. General William Howe had struck an
agreement with Washington. If allowed to depart in peace, the army would not leave Boston in
flames.The entire fleet, “the largest fleet ever seen in America,” was lifting canvas in a fair breeze
and turning to the open sea. “You may count upwards of one hundred and seventy-sail,” she
wrote. “They look like a forest.”The British had been outwitted, humiliated. The greatest military
power on earth had been forced to retreat by an army of amateurs; it was a heady realization. As
would be said by the Duke of Manchester before the House of Lords, “The fact remains, that the
army which was sent to reduce the province of Massachusetts Bay has been driven from the
capital, and the standard of the provincial army now waves in triumph over the walls of
Boston.”With the departing fleet sailed a thousand Loyalists, many well known to John and
Abigail Adams, including John’s first mentor in the law, James Putnam of Worcester, and



Samuel Quincy, brother of Hannah and Josiah, and Adams’s opposing counsel in the Boston
Massacre trials.That such had come to pass, wrote Abigail, was surely the work of the Lord and
“marvelous in our eyes.”CHAPTER TWOTRUE BLUEWe were about one third Tories, and [one]
third timid, and one third true blue.~John AdamsIPHILADELPHIA, the provincial capital of
Pennsylvania on the western bank of the Delaware River, was a true eighteenth-century
metropolis, the largest, wealthiest city in British America, and the most beautiful. Visitors wrote in
praise of its “very exactly straight streets,” its “many fair houses and public edifices,” and of the
broad, tidal Delaware, alive in every season but winter with a continuous traffic of ships great
and small.Though more than a hundred miles from the open sea, it was America’s busiest port,
with wharves stretching nearly two miles along the river. The topgallants of huge merchantmen
loomed over busy Water Street and Front Street. Cutters, shad boats, and two-masted shallops
tied up, moved in and out, in company with the great, flat-bottomed Durham boats built to carry
pig iron from the Durham Works upstream. Shipbuilding was a thriving industry; seagoing trade,
the city’s lifeblood. Ships outbound carried lumber and wheat, Pennsylvania’s chief exports.
Inbound ships brought European trade goods and from the West Indies, sugar, molasses,
spices, and, increasingly now, European armaments and supplies for war. With no means for
producing arms or gunpowder, the colonies were dependent on clandestine shipments from
Europe by way of the Caribbean, and particularly the tiny Dutch island of St. Eustatius. One
vessel reportedly docked at Philadelphia with 49,000 pounds of gunpowder.Because of
Pennsylvania’s reputation for religious tolerance, and an abundance of good land available to
the west, Philadelphia was the principal port of entry to America. The incoming tide of English,
Welsh, Scotch-Irish, and Palatine Germans had been growing steadily. In numbers, if not in
influence, Presbyterians and Baptists had long since surpassed the Quakers of the Quaker
City.Fifty years earlier, when young Benjamin Franklin arrived from Boston with a single
“Dutch” (German) dollar in his pocket, Philadelphia had been a town of 10,000 people. By 1776
its population was approaching 30,000. Larger than New York, nearly twice the size of Boston, it
was growing faster than either.As conceived by its English Quaker founder, William Penn, in
1682, the plan of Philadelphia was a spacious grid, which to a man like John Adams,
accustomed to the tangle of Boston’s narrow streets, seemed a sensible arrangement. “I like it,”
Adams had declared in his journal at the time of the First Congress, when, newly arrived and
filled with curiosity, he set off with his walking stick, resolved to learn his way about.Front Street
is near the river, then 2nd Street, 3rd, 4th, 5th, 6th, 7th, 8th, 9th [he recorded]. The cross streets
which intersect these are all equally wide, straight and parallel to each other, and are named for
forest and fruit trees, Pear Street, Apple Street, Walnut Street, Chestnut Street, etc.The main
thoroughfare was High Street, commonly called Market Street, as it was the location of the
immense public market. Most streets near the waterfront had brick footwalks and gutters and
were lit at night by whale oil lamps, except when the moon was full. Many of the principal streets
were lined with trees. “This is the most regular, neat, and convenient city I ever was in and has
made the most rapid progress to its present greatness,” declared an English visitor. But it was



the public buildings and churches that made the greatest impression. The State House, where
Congress met; and nearby Carpenters’ Hall, which had been the setting for the First Congress;
“noble” Christ Church, as Adams called it, with its magnificent Palladian window and landmark
spire; the new hospital; the new poorhouse; the new Walnut Street Prison, were all unusually
handsome and substantial. Silas Deane of Connecticut thought the poorhouse, or “Bettering
House,” equal to anything of its kind anywhere. “All this is done by private donation and chiefly by
the people called Quakers,” he informed his wife. To another Connecticut delegate, Oliver
Wolcott, the massive new jail more resembled a prince’s palace than a house of
confinement.Public-spirited Philadelphians inspired by Benjamin Franklin had established the
first volunteer fire company in the colonies, the first medical school, and a library. Franklin
himself, Philadelphia’s first citizen, was the most famous American alive—printer, publisher,
philosopher, scientist, and, as inventor of the lightning rod, “the man who tamed the lightning.” It
was Franklin also who had led the way in establishing the American Philosophical Society, “for
the promoting of useful knowledge,” with the result that Philadelphia had become the recognized
center of American thought and ideas. Other eminent members of the Philosophical Society
included John Bartram, who west of town, on the banks of the Schuylkill River, had created the
first botanical garden in America; Dr. Benjamin Rush, an enterprising young physician and
champion of humanitarian reform; and David Rittenhouse, clockmaker, optician, instrument-
maker and self-taught astronomer who, to study the transit of Venus in 1769, had erected an
incongruous-looking observation platform that still stood on the grounds of the State
House.Topics of “consideration” at the Philosophical Society, as set forth in Franklin’s initial
proposal were, in the spirit of the age, all-embracing:all philosophical [scientific] experiments
that let light into the nature of things, tend to increase the power of man over matter, and multiply
the conveniences or pleasure of life . . . all new-discovered plants, herbs, trees, roots, and
methods of propagating them. . . . New methods of curing or preventing diseases. . . . New
mechanical inventions for saving labor. . . . All new arts, trades, manufacturers, etc. that may be
proposed or thought of.As it was, Philadelphia manufacturers and artisans produced more
goods than in any city in America—boots, wigs, hardware, fancy carriages, Franklin stoves,
mirror glass, and no end of bricks for a city where nearly everything was built of brick. Thomas
Affleck produced furniture as fine as any made in the colonies, all in the fashionable style of the
English cabinetmaker Chippendale. John Behrent on Third Street advertised what may have
been the first piano made in America, “a just finished extraordinary instrument by the name of a
pianoforte, made of mahogany, being of the nature of a harpsichord.”With twenty-three printing
establishments and, by 1776, seven newspapers—more newspapers even than in London—
Philadelphia was the publishing capital of the colonies. It was not only that Franklin’s immensely
popular Poor Richard’s Almanack emanated from Philadelphia, but political pamphlets of such
far-reaching influence as John Dickinson’s Letters from a Pennsylvania Farmer, Thomas
Jefferson’s spirited Summary View of the Rights of British America, and now, Common Sense,
which was selling faster than anything ever published in America.Shops in nearly every street



offered an array of goods and enticements such as most delegates to Congress could never find
at home, everything from French brandy and Strasburg snuff to fancy chamber pots, artificial
teeth, or ordinary pins of the kind John Adams purchased in “great heaps” to send home to
Abigail. John Sparhawk, proprietor of the London Bookstore on Second Street, in addition to
volumes on medicine and law, sold scientific instruments, swords, spurs, and backgammon
tables.There were as many as thirty bookshops and twice the number of taverns and
coffeehouses, with names like Blue Anchor, Bunch of Grapes, Tun Tavern, Conestoga Wagon,
Rising Sun, Half Moon, and each had its own clientele. The Free Masons convened at the staid
old Indian King on Market Street. The London Coffee House, at the southwest corner of Front
and Market, in the commercial center, was the favorite of the leading merchants and sea
captains, indeed the place where much of the city’s business was transacted, while the new,
larger City Tavern on the west side of Second Street, between Walnut and Chestnut, had
become the great gathering place for members of Congress. Adams, recording his first arrival in
Philadelphia in August 1774, had written that “dirty, dusty, and fatigued as we were, we could not
resist the importunity to go to the [City] Tavern,” which, he decided, must be the most genteel
place of its kind in all the colonies. It was there, at the City Tavern, a few days later, that Adams
had first met George Washington.Distilleries and breweries were thriving. Adams found the local
beer so much to his liking that he temporarily abandoned his usual hard cider. “I drink no cider,
but feast on Philadelphia beer,” he acknowledged to Abigail.To anyone unaccustomed to city life,
the crowds and noise seemed overwhelming, and worst were market days, Wednesdays and
Saturdays, when German-speaking country people came rolling into town in huge farm wagons
loaded with produce, live chickens, pigs, and cattle. The “thundering of coaches, chariots,
chaises, wagons, drays and the whole fraternity of noise almost continually assails our ears,”
complained a visiting physician. Delegate Stephen Hopkins from Rhode Island one day counted
seventy farm wagons on Market Street.Swarms of people moved up and down the sidewalks
and spilled into the streets. At no point on the American continent could so many human beings
be seen in such close proximity or in such variety. Sailors, tradesmen, mechanics in long leather
aprons, journeymen printers, house-painters, sail-makers, indentured servants, black slave
women, their heads wrapped in bright bandannas, free black stevedores and draymen, mixed
together with Quaker merchants and the elegants of the city in their finery, everyone busy about
something, and everyone, it seemed to visitors, unexpectedly friendly and polite.Few delegates
to Congress ever became accustomed to the bustle and noise; or to the suffocating heat of a
Philadelphia summer; or to the clouds of mosquitoes and horseflies that with the onset of
summer rose like a biblical scourge. Prices were high. Lodgings of even a modest sort were
difficult to find. Conditions for the poor appeared little better than in other American cities.
Misery, too, was on display. Delegates to Congress were frequently approached by beggars and,
as in every city of the time, the scars and mutilations of disease and war were not uncommon
among the passing crowds. Further, Philadelphia was notorious for its deadly epidemics of
smallpox. During the most recent outbreak, in 1773, more than 300 people had died.In his initial



eagerness to see everything, Adams had made a tour of the new hospital. Led below ground to
view the “lunaticks” locked in their cells, he saw to his horror that one was a former client from
Massachusetts, a man he had once saved from being whipped for horse stealing. Afterward,
upstairs, Adams walked between long rows of beds filled with the sick and lame, a scene of
“human wretchedness” that tore at his heart. But if bothered by pigs loose in the streets, or the
stench of rotting garbage and horse manure, he wrote nothing of it. Besides, like others, he
found that to the west, toward the Schuylkill River, the city rapidly thinned out, beginning at about
Sixth Street. By Eighth, beyond the hospital and the potter’s burial ground, one was in open
country. To a man who thought nothing of walking five to ten miles to “rouse the spirits,” it was a
welcome prospect. There were fields with wild strawberries in summer and scattered ponds,
which in winter were filled with skaters, the most accomplished of whom, doffing their hats,
performed something called the “Philadelphia Salute,” a bow much like in a minuet.One fair
afternoon, as if to clear their heads, Adams and two or three others climbed the bell tower of
Christ Church, up a series of dimly lit, narrow ladders, past the great bells in their yokes, to a
point a hundred feet aboveground, where a trap door led to the open air of the arched lantern,
above which rose the church spire. Steadying themselves on a slightly canted roof, they looked
over the whole of the city, the long sweep of the river, and the farmland of New Jersey to the
east. The breeze at that height was like nothing to be felt in the streets below.With the rest of the
Massachusetts delegation, Adams had moved into a lodging house kept by a Mrs. Sarah Yard
on the east side of Second Street, across from City Tavern. A tally of his expenses shows
charges for room and board of 30 shillings a week in Pennsylvania currency, not including
firewood and candles, which were extra.“My time is too totally filled from the moment I get out of
bed until I return to it, [with] visits, ceremonies, company, business, newspapers, pamphlets,
etc., etc., etc.,” he had reported excitedly to Abigail.On Sundays, the one day of respite from
Congress, he was at church most of the day, attending services twice, even three times. With
numerous denominations to choose from (everything except Congregational), he tried nearly all
—the Anglican Christ Church, the meetinghouses of the Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians,
Quakers, the German Moravians—and passed judgment on them all, both their music and the
comparative quality of their preaching. The Reverend Thomas Coombe of Christ Church was
“sprightly” and distinct. “But I am not charmed,” wrote Adams. “His style was indifferent.”
Indifference was a quality Adams found difficult to tolerate. The Methodist preacher was another
matter. “He reaches the imagination and touches the passions very well.”One Sunday, “led by
curiosity and good company,” which included George Washington, Adams crossed a “Romish”
threshold, to attend afternoon mass at St. Mary’s Catholic Church on Fifth Street, an experience
so singular that he reflected on it at length both in his journal and in a letter to Abigail. Everything
about the service was the antithesis of a lifetime of Sabbaths at Braintree’s plain First Church,
where unfettered daylight through clear window glass allowed for no dark or shadowed corners,
or suggestion of mystery. For the first time, Adams was confronted with so much that
generations of his people had abhorred and rebelled against, and he found himself both



distressed and strangely moved. The music, bells, candles, gold, and silver were “so calculated
to take in mankind,” that he wondered the Reformation had ever succeeded. He felt pity for “the
poor wretches fingering their beads, chanting Latin, not a word of which they understood,” he
told Abigail.The dress of the priest was rich with lace—his pulpit was velvet and gold. The altar
piece was very rich—little images and crucifixes about—wax candles lighted up. But how shall I
describe the picture of our Savior in a frame of marble over the altar at full length upon the
Cross, in the agonies, and the blood dropping and streaming from his wounds?Yet Adams
stayed through all of the long service. The music and chanting of the assembly continued
through the afternoon, “most sweetly and exquisitely,” and he quite approved of the priest’s
“good, short, moral essay” on the duty of parents to see to their children’s temporal and spiritual
interests. The whole experience, Adams concluded, was “awful and affecting”—the word “awful”
then meaning full of awe, or “that which strikes with awe, or fills with reverence.”For one
accustomed also to the plainest of domestic comforts and daily fare—and who loved to eat—the
scale of Philadelphia hospitality in the opening weeks of the First Congress had been
memorable. Not even in New York had he seen such display of private wealth, or dined and
imbibed so grandly. At a great dinner for Congress in the banqueting hall at the State House, on
September 16, 1774, a total of thirty-one toasts had been raised before the affair ended. There
were further elegant receptions and dinners at the homes of the Mifflins, the Shippens, the
Powels, Cadwalladers, and Dickinsons, extended gatherings presided over and attended by
many of the most beautiful, fashionably dressed women of Philadelphia.“I shall be killed with
kindness in this place,” he told Abigail. “We go to Congress at nine and there we stay, most
earnestly engaged until three in the afternoon, then we adjourn and go to dinner with some of
the nobles of Pennsylvania at four o’clock and feast on ten thousand delicacies, and sit drinking
Madeira, claret and burgundy ’til six or seven.” Even plain Quakers, he reported, served ducks,
hams, chickens, beef, creams, and custards.“A most sinful feast again,” he recorded after
another occasion, this in the splendor of a great four-story mansion on Third Street, the home of
Mayor Samuel Powel, whose wealth and taste could be measured in richly carved paneling,
magnificent paintings, a tea service in solid silver that would have fetched considerably more
than the entire contents of the Adams household at Braintree.“Dined with Mr. [Benjamin] Chew,
Chief Justice of the Province,” he began still another diary entry.Turtle and every other thing.
Flummery, jellies, sweet meats of twenty sorts. Trifles, whipped syllabubs, floating islands . . .
and then a dessert of fruits, raisins, almonds, pears, peaches—wines most excellent and
admirable. I drank Madeira at a great rate and found no inconvenience in it.Within the walls of
Congress, he was at first dazzled by the other delegates, who, he decided, comprised an
assembly surpassing any in history. Of the fifty-four in attendance, nearly half were lawyers and
most had received a college education. Several, like Washington, were known to be men of
great wealth, but others, like Roger Sherman of Connecticut, had humbler origins. He had begun
as a shoemaker.As observant of people as ever, Adams recorded his impressions in vivid,
fragmentary notes of a kind kept by no other member of Congress. Richard Henry Lee of Virginia



was a “tall, spare . . . masterly man”; Roger Sherman spoke “often and long, but very heavily”;
James Duane of New York had a “sly, surveying eye,” but appeared “very sensible.” Joseph
Galloway, a leading Philadelphia attorney and speaker of the Pennsylvania Assembly who would
later resign from Congress and ultimately seek refuge with the British army, struck Adams at first
meeting as having an air of “design and cunning.”John Dickinson, another prominent
Philadelphian, was “a shadow . . . pale as ashes”; Adams doubted he would live a month. Caesar
Rodney of Delaware was “the oddest looking man in the world . . . slender as a reed—pale—his
face is not bigger than a large apple. Yet there is sense and fire, spirit, wit, and humor in his
countenance.”Adams was amazed by the range and variety of talents. “The art and address of
ambassadors from a dozen belligerent powers of Europe, nay, of a conclave of cardinals at the
election of a Pope . . . would not exceed the specimens we have seen.” Here were “fortunes,
abilities, learning, eloquence, acuteness” equal to any. “Every question is discussed with
moderation, and an acuteness and minuteness equal to that of Queen Elizabeth’s privy
council.”But after a month of such “acuteness and minuteness” over every issue at hand,
irrespective of importance, Adams was “wearied to death.” The business of Congress had
become tedious beyond expression, he told Abigail.This assembly is like no other that ever
existed. Every man in it is a great man—an orator, a critic, a statesman, and therefore every man
upon every question must show his oratory, his criticism, and his political abilities.The
consequence of this is that business is drawn and spun out to immeasurable length. I believe if it
was moved and seconded that we should come to a resolution that three and two make five, we
should be entertained with logic and rhetoric, law, history, politics, and mathematics concerning
the subject for two whole days, and then we should pass the resolution unanimously in the
affirmative.Certain members began to irritate him. The perpetual round of feasting became only
another burden of his “pilgrimage.” Even Philadelphia lost its charm. For all its “wealth and
regularity,” Adams decided, Philadelphia was no Boston. Yet on departure from the First
Congress in late October of 1774, after a stay of two months, he had written wistfully of the
“happy, peaceful, the elegant, the hospitable, and polite city of Philadelphia,” wondering if he
would ever be back.By the time he returned for the Second Continental Congress, in late spring
1775, a month after Lexington and Concord, Philadelphia had become the capital of a
revolution. Troops were drilling; lavish entertaining was out of fashion. Congress was in the
throes of creating an army, appointing a commander-in-chief, issuing the first Continental money.
With several other delegates, Adams spent a day inspecting defenses on the Delaware.“There
are in this city three large regiments raised, formed, armed, trained, and uniformed under
officers consisting of gentlemen of the very first fortune and best character in the place,” Adams
reported to Abigail’s uncle, Isaac Smith, a prosperous Boston merchant whom Adams greatly
admired. “All this started up since [the] 19th [of] April [since Lexington and Concord]. They cover
the common every day of the week, Sundays not excepted.”The deliberations of Congress,
meantime, had been moved from Carpenters’ Hall to the larger, grander State House on the
south side of Chestnut Street, between Fifth and Sixth Streets. Built some forty years before, it



comprised a handsome main edifice, two stories tall with a bell tower and arcaded wings joining
smaller “offices” at either end, all of it done in red brick. High on the exterior west wall of the main
building, a large clock proclaimed the hour.Congress convened in the Assembly Room on the
first floor, to the left of the Chestnut Street entrance. An ample chamber, measuring forty by forty
feet, it was notably devoid of decoration, “neat but not elegant,” with whitewashed walls and
flooded with daylight from high windows on both the north and south sides. On a low platform at
the east end of the room stood a single, tall-backed chair for the president. There were two
woodstoves and on the east wall, twin fireplaces, one on either side of the president’s chair.
Seats for the delegates, fifty or so Windsor chairs, were arranged in a semicircle facing the
president’s chair, these interspersed with work tables covered with green baize cloths and
clustered according to region: New England on the left, middle colonies in the center, southern
colonies on the right.The Pennsylvania Assembly, having given up its space, had moved across
the hall to the more elaborate Supreme Court Room, where the royal coat-of-arms hung. At the
rear of the hall, a broad stairway led to the banqueting room that extended a hundred feet, the
full length of the building.Outside to the rear was the State House Yard, an open public green the
size of a city block and enclosed the whole way around by a seven-foot brick wall. The
Rittenhouse observation platform stood off to one side, and at the center of the far wall a huge
single-arched wooden gate, twice the height of the wall, opened onto Walnut Street. In good
weather, as a place for the delegates to stretch their legs and talk privately, the yard was ideal.
Many days more business was transacted there than inside. And with the yard serving also now
as a place to store cannon and barrels of gunpowder, the war was never far from
consciousness.All sessions of Congress were conducted in strictest secrecy behind closed
doors because of the number of British agents in and about Philadelphia and the need to convey
an impression of unity, that all members were perfectly agreed on the results of their
deliberations. Consequently, like others, Adams could report comparatively little in his letters
home, except that the hours were longer than ever, the issues of greater urgency, the strain
worse on everybody.His health suffered. His eyes bothered him to the point that he had difficulty
reading. He wrote of the frustrations of “wasting, exhausting” debates. America was “a great,
unwieldy body,” he decided. “Its progress must be slow. It is like a large fleet sailing under
convoy. The fleetest sailors must wait for the dullest and slowest.”Yet he would not give up or let
down. “I will not despond.”A sweltering, fly-infested summer of 1775 was followed by an autumn
of almost unceasing rains. Dysentery broke out in the military camps. Adams, though suffering
from rheumatism and a violent cold, worked twelve to fourteen hours a day, in committee
meetings from seven to ten in the morning, then to the full Congress till late afternoon, then back
to committees from six to ten at night.Politics were no less perplexing than ever. “Politics are a
labyrinth without a clue,” he wrote, but he had come to understand the makeup of Congress. He
knew the delegates now as he had not before, and they had come to know him. That he was
repeatedly chosen for the most important committees was a measure of his influence and of the
respect others had for his integrity, his intellect, and exceptional capacity for hard work. He was



the leading committeeman of the Massachusetts delegation, perhaps indeed of the whole
Congress.By October, at the time of Abigail’s shattering ordeal with sickness and death at home,
Adams was writing to say they must prepare themselves, “minds and hearts for every event,
even the worst.” Since his first involvement in the “Cause of America,” he had known the crisis
would never be settled peaceably and this, he told her in confidence, had been a source of
much “disquietude.”The thought that we might be driven to the sad necessity of breaking our
connection with G[reat] B[ritain], exclusive of the carnage and destruction which it was easy to
see must attend the separation, always gave me a great deal of grief.IIPOSSIBLY IT WAS HIS
FIRST or second day back in Philadelphia, in early February 1776, after the long wintry journey
from home, that Adams, in his room at Mrs. Yard’s, drew up a list of what he was determined to
see accomplished. Or as appears more likely, from its placement in his diary, the list had been
composed earlier, somewhere en route. Undated, it included, “An alliance to be formed with
France and Spain”; “Government to be assumed by every colony”; “Powder mills to be built in
every colony and fresh efforts to make saltpetre [for the making of gunpowder].” And, on the
second of the two small opposing pages in the diary, he wrote, a “Declaration of
Independency.”Independence had been talked about privately and alluded to in
correspondence, but rarely spoken of directly in public declamation, or in print. To Adams
independence was the only guarantee of American liberty, and he was determined that the great
step be taken. The only question was when to make the move. If a decision were forced on
Congress too soon, the result could be disastrous; independence would be voted down. But
every day that independence was put off would mean added difficulties in the course of the
larger struggle. Abigail, in one of her letters, aptly offered some favorite lines from
Shakespeare:There is a tide in the affairs of men,Which, taken at the flood, leads on to
fortune;Omitted, all the voyage of their lifeIs bound in the shallows and in miseries . . .And we
must take the current when it serves,Or lose our ventures.But just when to catch the tide was the
question. By Adams’s estimate, Congress was about equally divided three ways—those
opposed to independence who were Tories at heart if not openly, those too cautious or timid to
take a position one way or the other, and the “true blue,” as he said, who wanted to declare
independence with all possible speed. So as yet the voices for independence were decidedly in
the minority. Indeed, the delegates of six colonies—New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania,
Delaware, Maryland, and South Carolina—were under specific instructions not to vote for
independence.The opposing argument hung on the lingering possibility of a last-minute
reconciliation with Britain. Were not the likes of Edmund Burke speaking out in Parliament for
American rights, it was said. Supposedly a peace commission was on the way from London. To
Adams such talk was a phantom. “The Ministry,” he wrote, “have caught the colonies as I have
often caught a horse, by holding an empty hat, as if it was full of corn. . . .” But throughout the
middle colonies, as in parts of the South, great numbers of people had no wish to separate from
the mother country. In Philadelphia such sentiment ran strong, and not just among the city’s
numerous Tories. “The plot thickens. . . . Thinking people uneasy,” observed a local attorney. “The 



Congress in equilibrio on the question of independence or no. . . . I love the cause of liberty, but
cannot heartily join in the presentation of measures totally foreign to the original plan of
resistance.”To many staunchly pacifist Quakers any step that led nearer to all-out war was
anathema. To them George III was “the best of kings,” and they spoke of those who called
themselves patriots as “the violent people.”The mood of the city had become extremely
contentious. “The malignant air of calumny has taken possession of almost all ranks and
societies of people in this place,” wrote Christopher Marshall, an apothecary and committed
patriot (though a Quaker) who had become one of Adams’s circle of Philadelphia friends.The
rich, the poor, the high professor and the prophane, seem all to be infected with this grievous
disorder, so that the love of our neighbor seems to be quite banished, the love of self and
opinions so far prevails. . . . The [Tory] enemies of our present struggle . . . are grown even
scurrilous to individuals, and treat all characters who differ from them with the most opprobrious
language.In Congress the strain was showing. From Virginia had come word that the royal
governor, Lord Dunmore, having escaped to the safety of a British man-of-war, had called on all
slaves to rebel, promising them their freedom if they joined the King’s forces. On New Year’s Day
he had ordered the bombardment of Norfolk. Southern delegates were outraged. At the same
time the bad news from Canada had had much the same effect witnessed by Adams in the
wayside taverns en route from Massachusetts. “There is a deep anxiety, a kind of thoughtful
melancholy,” he reported to Abigail. Writing again, he stressed that the events of war were
always uncertain. Then, paraphrasing a favorite line from the popular play Cato by Joseph
Addison—a line that General Washington, too, would often call upon—Adams told her, “We
cannot insure success, but we can deserve it.”With sickness widespread in Philadelphia there
was much hacking and coughing in Congress and many a long, sallow look. When some of the
delegates protested that smoke from the wood stoves in the chamber was the cause of such
poor health, the stoves were removed. Other ailments struck. Thomas Lynch of South Carolina
suffered a stroke from which he would not recover. Smallpox reappeared in the city, putting
everyone further on edge. In March one of New England’s most prominent delegates, Samuel
Ward of Rhode Island, would die of the disease.On February 27, word arrived that Parliament, in
December, had prohibited all trade with the colonies and denounced as traitors all Americans
who did not make an unconditional submission. The punishment for treason, as every member
of Congress knew, was death by hanging.A vast British armada was reported under way across
the Atlantic and there were ominous rumors of the King hiring an army of German mercenaries. It
was the New Englanders who held firm for independence, though two of the Massachusetts
delegation, John Hancock and Robert Treat Paine, exhibited nothing like the zeal of either
Samuel Adams or Elbridge Gerry. There were many, too, among the other delegations, who
could be counted on, though unfortunately several of the most important were absent. Richard
Henry Lee of Virginia would not appear at Philadelphia until the middle of March. Caesar
Rodney of Delaware would be away until April. Thomas Jefferson of Virginia would not arrive for
another three months, not until the middle of May. Meanwhile, time was wasting and a great deal



needed doing.Present nearly every day, notwithstanding his years and infirmities, was Benjamin
Franklin, who, at age seventy, was popularly perceived to be the oldest, wisest head in the
Congress, which he was, and the most influential, which he was not. Franklin wanted
independence and considered Congress lamentably irresolute on the matter, as he told Adams.
Franklin had no expectation of new terms from Britain and from long experience in London, as
an agent for Pennsylvania, he knew the King and the Foreign Ministry as did no one else in
Congress. But Franklin had no liking for floor debate. He was patient, imperturbable, and at
times sound asleep in his chair. Never would he argue a point. Indeed, it was rare that he spoke
at all or ventured an opinion except in private conversation, which to Adams, who was almost
incapable of staying out of an argument, was extremely difficult to comprehend. “He has not
assumed anything,” Adams wrote in frustration, “nor affected to take the lead; but has seemed to
choose that the Congress pursue their own sentiments, and adopt their own plans.” That
Franklin was quietly proposing to equip the Continental Army with bows and arrows must have
left Adams still more puzzled.For Adams any sustained equivalent of Franklin’s benign calm
would have been impossible. Knowing his hour had come and that he must rise to the occasion
and play a leading part, he would play it with all that was in him.Among the opposition there were
only two whom he disliked, Benjamin Harrison and Edward Rutledge. Harrison, an outspoken
Virginia planter, six feet four inches tall and immensely fat, was a fervent champion of American
rights who liked to say he would have come to Philadelphia on foot had it been necessary. To
Adams, nonetheless, he was a profane and impious fool. Rutledge, the youngest member, was
dandified, twenty-six years old, and overflowing with self-confidence. At first, Adams judged him
“smart” if not “deep,” but the more Rutledge talked, the more he expressed disagreement with
Adams, the more scathing Adams’s assessment became, to the point where, in his diary, he
appeared nearly to run out of words. “Young Ned Rutledge is a perfect Bob o’ Lincoln, a swallow,
a sparrow, a peacock, excessively vain, excessively weak, and excessively variable and
unsteady—jejune, inane, and puerile.”Yet Adams remained pointedly courteous to both men, as
to others of the anti-independence faction. Among the surprises of the unfolding drama, as
tensions increased, was the extent to which the ardent, disputatious John Adams held himself in
rein, proving when need be a model of civility and self-restraint, even of patience.In later years
Adams would recall the warning advice given the Massachusetts delegation the day of their
arrival for the First Congress. Benjamin Rush, Thomas Mifflin, and two or three other
Philadelphia patriots had ridden out to welcome the Massachusetts men, and at a tavern in the
village of Frankford, in the seclusion of a private room, they told the New Englanders they were
“suspected of having independence in view.” They were perceived to be “too zealous” and must
not presume to take the lead. Virginia, they were reminded, was the largest, richest, and most
populous of the colonies, and the “very proud” Virginians felt they had the right to lead.According
to Adams, the advice made a deep impression, and among the consequences was the choice of
George Washington to head the army. But Adams also wrote that he had “not in my nature
prudence and caution enough” always to stand back. Years before, at age twenty, he had set



down in his diary that men ought to “avow their opinions and defend them with boldness,” and he
was of the same mettle still.THE BULWARK OF THE OPPOSITION, of the “cool faction,” was the
Pennsylvania delegation, and the greatly respected John Dickinson was its eloquent floor leader.
Cautious, conservative by nature, Dickinson was, as Adams had noted, a distinctive figure, tall
and exceptionally slender, with almost no color in his face. Because of his Letters from a
Pennsylvania Farmer, an early pamphlet on the evils of British policy, Dickinson had become a
hero. He was “the Farmer,” his name spoken everywhere, though he was hardly the plain man of
the soil many imagined. Born to wealth and raised on an estate in Delaware, he had trained in
the law at London and made his career in Philadelphia, where he had risen rapidly to the top of
his profession. Married to a Quaker heiress, he lived in grand style, riding through the city in a
magnificent coach-and-four attended by liveried black slaves. His town house, catercornered to
the State House on Chestnut Street, was then undergoing extensive alterations and thought to
be too large and showy even by his wife, who preferred their nearby country seat,
Fairhill.Dickinson had wished to make a good first impression on Adams, and he succeeded. As
a dinner guest at Fairhill during the First Congress, Adams was charmed. Dickinson “has an
excellent heart, and the cause of his country lies near it,” Adams had written. As for his initial
concern that the rigors of Congress might be too much for someone of such delicate
appearance, Adams had learned better. Though afflicted with the gout, Dickinson had since
assumed command of a Philadelphia battalion with the rank of colonel. He had become the
politician-soldier of the sort Adams so often imagined himself, yet it was with a determination no
less than Adams’s own that Dickinson kept telling Congress that peaceful methods for resolving
the current crisis were still possible and greatly preferable. He was not a Tory. He was not
opposed to independence in principle. Rather, he insisted, now was not the time for so
dangerous and irrevocable a decision.Adams had come to believe that Dickinson’s real struggle
was with his mother and his wife, both devout Quakers who bedeviled him with their pacifist
views. “If I had such a mother and such a wife,” Adams would reflect years later, recalling
Dickinson’s predicament, “I believe I should have shot myself.”Outraged by Dickinson’s
insistence on petitions to the King as essential to restoring peace, even after Lexington,
Concord, and Bunker Hill, Adams had strongly denounced any such step. Like many other
delegates, he had been infuriated by Congress’s humble petition of July 8, 1775, the so-called
Olive Branch Petition, that had been Dickinson’s major contribution. From the day he saw with
his own eyes what the British had done at Lexington and Concord, Adams failed to understand
how anyone could have any misconception or naïve hope about what to expect from the British.
“Powder and artillery are the most efficacious, sure and infallible conciliatory measures we can
adopt,” Adams wrote privately.In a speech on the floor of Congress, Dickinson warned the New
England delegates that they would have “blood . . . on their heads” if they excluded the possibility
of peace. Adams, springing to his feet, responded so vehemently that when he left the chamber
Dickinson came rushing after, to confront him outside.“What is the reason, Mr. Adams, that you
New England men oppose our measures of reconciliation?” Dickinson angrily demanded,



according to Adams’s later account of the scene. “Look, ye! If you don’t concur with us in our
pacific system, I, and a number of us, will break off from you in New England and we will carry
on the opposition by ourselves in our own way.”Though infuriated by Dickinson’s “magisterial”
tone, Adams replied calmly that there were many accommodations he would make in the cause
of harmony and unanimity. He would not, however, be threatened.Venting his “fire” in a private
letter, Adams portrayed Dickinson as a “piddling genius” who lent a “silly cast” to deliberations.
The letter was intercepted by British agents and widely published in Tory newspapers, with the
result that Dickinson refused to speak when, one morning on their way to the State House, he
and Adams passed “near enough to touch elbows,” as Adams recorded that day.He passed
without moving his hat or head or hand. I bowed and pulled off my hat. He passed haughtily
by. . . . But I was determined to make my bow, that I might know his temper.We are not to be on
speaking terms, nor bowing terms, for the time to come.Others refused to speak to Adams, so
great was the respect for Dickinson in Congress and in the city. A British spy in Philadelphia
named Gilbert Barkley reported to his contact in London, “The Quakers and many others look on
him [Adams], and others of his way of thinking, as the greatest enemies of this country.” For
weeks Adams was ostracized, “avoided like a man infected with leprosy,” he would remember.
He felt as he had after the Boston Massacre trials, “borne down” by the weight of unpopularity.
Benjamin Rush would write sympathetically of Adams walking the streets of Philadelphia alone,
“an object of nearly universal scorn and detestation.”Such was the support for Dickinson and the
Olive Branch Petition that Adams and his colleagues were left no choice but to acquiesce. The
petition was agreed to—only to be summarily dismissed by George III, who refused even to look
at it and proclaimed the colonies in a state of rebellion.Still, Dickinson and the anti-independents
clung to the hope of a resolution to the crisis, insisting reconciliation was still possible, and so
the wait for the peace commissioners had continued.WHAT NEITHER JOHN DICKINSON nor
John Adams nor anyone could have anticipated was the stunning effect of Common Sense. The
little pamphlet had become a clarion call, rousing spirits within Congress and without as nothing
else had. The first edition, attributed to an unnamed “Englishman” and published by Robert Bell
in a print shop on Third Street, appeared January 9, 1776. By the time Adams had resumed his
place in Congress a month later, Common Sense had gone into a third edition and was
sweeping the colonies. In little time more than 100,000 copies were in circulation. “Who is the
author of Common Sense?” asked a correspondent from South Carolina in the Philadelphia
Evening Post. “He deserves a statue of gold.”Written to be understood by everyone, Common
Sense attacked the very idea of hereditary monarchy as absurd and evil, and named the “royal
brute” George III as the cause of every woe in America. It was a call to arms, an unabashed
argument for war, and a call for American independence, something that had never been said so
boldly before in print. “Why is it that we hesitate? . . . The sun never shined on a cause of greater
worth . . . for God’s sake, let us come to a final separation. . . . The birthday of a new world is at
hand.”The British spy, Barkley, reported its publication as he did such other vital news items as
the arrival of shipments of gunpowder from the West Indies, or the sailing from Philadelphia of



armed sloops and brigantines flying “what they call the American flag.”The anonymous author
was revealed to be a down-at-the-heels English immigrant, Thomas Paine, who had landed at
Philadelphia a year earlier with little more than a letter of introduction from Benjamin Franklin.
Paine had been encouraged in his efforts by Benjamin Rush, who was himself the author of a
pamphlet on the evils of slavery, and it was Rush who provided the title.Friends in
Massachusetts reported to Adams that because of Common Sense the clamor for a declaration
of independence was never greater. “This is the time . . . we have never had such a favorable
moment,” wrote one. In a letter to Abigail, referring to the copy he had sent her, Adams said he
expected Common Sense to become the “common faith,” and on learning that in Boston, he,
Adams, was presumed to be the author, he felt flattered. Writing to a former law clerk, he
declared himself innocent, saying he could never have achieved a style of such “strength and
brevity.” But Adams was not without misgivings. The more he thought about it, the less he
admired Common Sense. The writer, he told Abigail, “has a better hand at pulling down than
building.”That Paine had attempted to prove the unlawfulness of monarchy with analogies from
the Bible, declaring monarchy to be “one of the sins of the Jews,” struck Adams as ridiculous.
Paine had assured his readers that in a war with Britain, Americans, being such experienced
seamen and willing soldiers and having such an abundance of war matériel at hand, would
readily triumph. Adams had no illusions about the prospect of war with Britain. Almost alone
among the members of Congress, he saw no quick victory, but a long, painful struggle. The war,
he warned prophetically in a speech on February 22, could last ten years. What was more, as he
confided to Abigail’s uncle, Isaac Smith, he thought “this American contest will light up a general
war” in Europe.But it was Paine’s “feeble” understanding of constitutional government, his outline
of a unicameral legislature to be established once independence was achieved, that disturbed
Adams most. In response, he began setting down his own thoughts on government, resolved, as
he later wrote, “to do all in my power to counteract the effect” on the popular mind of so foolish a
plan.Meanwhile, for all the gloom and discord at the State House, Congress was making
decisions. On February 26 there was enacted an embargo on exports to Britain. On March 2,
Silas Deane was appointed a secret envoy to France to go “in the character of a merchant” to
buy clothing and arms, and to appraise the “disposition” of France should the colonies declare
independence. Oliver Wolcott, Deane’s fellow delegate from Connecticut, sensed the approach
of a moment that could “decide the fate of this country.” Adams busily jotted notes:Is any
assistance attainable from F[rance]? What connection may we safely form with her. 1st. No
political connection. Submit to none of her authority. . . . 2nd. No military connection. Receive no
troops from her. 3rd. Only a commercial connection.In the hope that the Canadians could be
persuaded to join the American cause as “the 14th colony,” Congress organized a diplomatic
expedition to Montreal with Benjamin Franklin at its head, and despite his age and poor health,
Franklin departed on what was to be an exceedingly arduous and futile mission.Adams joined in
floor debate day after day, arguing a point, pleading, persuading, and nearly always with effect.
No one spoke more often or with greater force. “Every important step was opposed, and carried



by bare majorities, which obliged me to be almost constantly engaged in debate,” he would
recall.But I was not content with all that was done, and almost every day, I had something to say
about advising the states to institute governments, to express my total despair of any good
coming from the petition or of those things which were called conciliatory measures. I constantly
insisted that all such measures, instead of having any tendency to produce a reconciliation,
would only be considered as proofs of our timidity and want of confidence in the ground we
stood on, and would only encourage our enemies to greater exertions against us.Rarely did he
prepare his remarks in advance other than in his mind, so that once on his feet he could speak
from what he knew and what he strongly felt. He had tried writing his speeches but found it
impossible. “I understand it not,” he would tell Benjamin Rush. “I never could write declamations,
orations, or popular addresses.”He had no liking for grand oratorical flourishes. “Affectation is as
disagreeable in a letter as in conversation,” he once told Abigail, in explanation of his views on
“epistolary style,” and the same principle applied to making a speech. The art of persuasion, he
held, depended mainly on a marshaling of facts, clarity, conviction, and the ability to think on
one’s feet. True eloquence consisted of truth and “rapid reason.” As a British spy was later to
write astutely of Adams, he also had a particular gift for seeing “large subjects largely.”He would
stand at his place, back straight, walking stick in hand, at times letting the stick slip between
thumb and forefinger to make a quick tap on the floor, as if to punctuate a point. The “clear and
sonorous” voice would fill the room. No one ever had trouble hearing what Adams had to say, nor
was there ever the least ambiguity about what he meant. Nothing of what he or anyone said in
the course of debate was officially recorded. But in later writings Adams recalled stressing
certain points repeatedly:We shall be driven to the necessity of declaring ourselves independent
and we ought now to be employed in preparing a plan for confederation of the colonies, [here
might come the sharp tap of the stick] and treaties to be proposed to foreign power [tap] . . .
together with a declaration of independence [tap]. . . .Foreign powers can not be expected to
acknowledge us, till we have acknowledged ourselves and taken our station among them as a
sovereign power [tap], an independent nation [tap].On March 14, Congress voted to disarm all
Tories. On March 23, in a momentous step, the delegates resolved to permit the outfitting of
privateers, “armed vessels,” to prey on “the enemies of the United Colonies,” a move Adams
roundly supported. In the advocacy of sea defenses he stood second to none. The previous fall
he had urged the creation of an American fleet, which to some, like Samuel Chase of Maryland,
had seemed “the maddest idea in the world.” The fight began on the floor, and on October 13, to
the extent of authorizing funds for two small swift-sailing ships, Congress founded a navy. By the
end of the year Congress had directed that thirteen frigates be built. Adams was appointed to a
naval committee that met in a rented room at Tun Tavern, and it was Adams who drafted the first
set of rules and regulations for the new navy, a point of pride with him for as long as he
lived.Knowing nothing of armed ships, he made himself expert, and would call his work on the
naval committee the pleasantest part of his labors, in part because it brought him in contact with
one of the singular figures in Congress, Stephen Hopkins of Rhode Island, who was nearly as



old as Franklin and always wore his broad-brimmed Quaker hat in the chamber. Adams found
most Quakers to be “dull as beetles,” but Hopkins was an exception. A lively, learned man, he
had seen a great deal of life, suffered the loss of three sons at sea, and served in one public
office or other continuously from the time he was twenty-five. The old gentleman loved to drink
rum and expound on his favorite writers. The experience and judgment he brought to the
business of Congress were of great use, as Adams wrote, but it was in after-hours that he “kept
us alive.”His custom was to drink nothing all day, nor ’til eight o’clock in the evening, and then his
beverage was Jamaica spirits and water. . . . He read Greek, Roman, and British history, and was
familiar with English poetry. . . . And the flow of his soul made his reading our own, and seemed
to bring to recollection in all of us all we had ever read.Hopkins never drank to excess, according
to Adams, but all he drank was promptly “converted into wit, sense, knowledge, and good
humor.”There was more to be done by sea and land than anyone knew, Adams kept saying.
When on March 25 word arrived that the British had abandoned Boston, setting off jubilant
celebration in Philadelphia, he lost no time in advocating the immediate fortification of Boston
Harbor. “Fortify, fortify, and never let them in again,” he urged a friend at home. On April 6, in
another decisive step, Congress opened American ports to the trade of all nations except
Britain.Half measures would not answer, Adams knew. The tentative attitude of Dickinson and
the “Quaker interests” was becoming more and more difficult to tolerate. Adams’s sense of
urgency grew greater by the day. “The middle way is no way at all,” he wrote to General Horatio
Gates. “If we finally fail in this great and glorious contest, it will be by bewildering ourselves in
groping for the middle way.”“This story of [peace] commissioners is as arrant an illusion as ever
hatched in the brain of an enthusiast, a politician, or a maniac,” he told Abigail in a letter in which
he confided that he had been busy at something, “about ten sheets of paper with my own hand,”
that he would have to tell her about later.Adams’s Thoughts on Government, as it would be
known, was first set forth in a letter to a fellow congressman, William Hooper, who, before
returning home to help write a new constitution for North Carolina, had asked Adams for a
“sketch” of his views. When another of the North Carolinians, John Penn, requested a copy, this,
too, Adams provided, in addition to three more copies, all written out by hand, for Jonathan
Sergeant of New Jersey and Virginians George Wythe and Richard Henry Lee, who with
Adams’s consent, had the letter published as a pamphlet by the Philadelphia printer John
Dunlap.For Adams the structure of government was a subject of passionate interest that raised
fundamental questions about the realities of human nature, political power, and the good society.
It was a concern that for years had propelled much of his reading and the exchange of ideas with
those whose judgment he most respected, including Abigail, who had written to him the year
before, “I am more and more convinced that man is a dangerous creature, and that power
whether vested in many or few is ever grasping. . . .The great fish swallow up the small [she had
continued] and he who is most strenuous for the rights of the people, when vested with power, is
as eager after the prerogatives of government. You tell me of degrees of perfection to which
human nature is capable of arriving, and I believe it, but at the same time lament that our



admiration should arise from the scarcity of the instances.Adams had accused Thomas Paine of
being better at tearing down than building. In what he wrote in response, he was being the
builder, as best he knew. To do this he had had “to borrow a little time from my sleep.” He was
exhausted, he acknowledged, but he seems also to have sensed the importance of what he had
done.“It has been the will of Heaven,” the essay began, “that we should be thrown into existence
at a period when the greatest philosophers and lawgivers of antiquity would have wished to
live. . . .a period when a coincidence of circumstances without example has afforded to thirteen
colonies at once an opportunity of beginning government anew from the foundation and building
as they choose. How few of the human race have ever had an opportunity of choosing a system
of government for themselves and their children? How few have ever had anything more of
choice in government than in climate?He was looking beyond independence, beyond the
outcome of the war, to what would be established once independence and victory were
achieved. Much as he foresaw the hard truth about the war to be waged, Adams had the clearest
idea of anyone in Congress of what independence would actually entail, the great difficulties and
risks, no less than the opportunities. When arguing cases in court, he liked to draw on the fables
of La Fontaine and to quote the line “in every thing one must consider the end.”The happiness of
the people was the purpose of government, he wrote, and therefore that form of government was
best which produced the greatest amount of happiness for the largest number. And since all
“sober inquirers after truth” agreed that happiness derived from virtue, that form of government
with virtue as its foundation was more likely than any other to promote the general
happiness.The greatest minds agreed, Adams continued, that all good government was
republican, and the “true idea” of a republic was “an empire of laws and not of men,” a phrase not
original with Adams but that he had borrowed from the writings of the seventeenth-century
philosopher James Harrington. A government with a single legislative body would never do.
There should be a representative assembly, “an exact portrait in miniature of the people at large,”
but it must not have the whole legislative power, for the reason that like an individual with
unchecked power, it could be subject to “fits of humor, transports of passion, partialities of
prejudice.” A single assembly could “grow avaricious . . . exempt itself from burdens . . . become
ambitious and after some time vote itself perpetual.” Balance would come from the creation of a
second, smaller legislative body, a “distinct assembly” of perhaps twenty or thirty, chosen by the
larger legislature. This “Council,” as Adams called it, would be given “free and independent
judgment upon all acts of legislation that it may be able to check and correct the errors of the
others.”The executive, the governor, should, Adams thought, be chosen by the two houses of the
legislature, and for not more than a year at a time. Executive power would include the veto and
the appointment of all judges and justices, as well as militia officers, thus making the executive
the commander-in-chief of the armed forces.Essential to the stability of government and to an
“able and impartial administration of justice,” Adams stressed, was separation of judicial power
from both the legislative and executive. There must be an independent judiciary. “Men of
experience on the laws, of exemplary morals, invincible patience, unruffled calmness and



indefatigable application” should be “subservient to none” and appointed for life.Finally and
emphatically, he urged the widest possible support for education. “Laws for the liberal education
of youth, especially for the lower classes of people, are so extremely wise and useful that to a
humane and generous mind, no expense for this purpose would be thought extravagant.”Little
that Adams ever wrote had such effect as his Thoughts on Government. Yet he felt it was too
rough, “crude” in execution. He regretted insufficient time to write “more correctly.”FROM
ABIGAIL CAME LONG LETTERS filled with news from home—of family, of politics, of her day-to-
day struggle to manage expenses, cope with shortages, and keep the farm going, a
responsibility for which little in her background had prepared her. “Frugality, industry, and
economy are the lessons of the day,” she confided to a friend, “at least they must be so for me or
my small boat will suffer shipwreck.” To John she pleaded repeatedly for more news of his health
and his outlook, and filled pages with her own feelings for all that was transpiring at
Philadelphia.She was particularly curious about the Virginians, wondering if, as slaveholders,
they had the necessary commitment to the cause of freedom. “I have,” she wrote, “sometimes
been ready to think that the passion for liberty cannot be equally strong in the breasts of those
who have been accustomed to deprive their fellow creature of theirs.” What she felt about those
in Massachusetts who owned slaves, including her own father, she did not say, but she need not
have—John knew her mind on the subject. Writing to him during the First Congress, she had
been unmistakably clear: “I wish most sincerely there was not a slave in the province. It always
seemed a most iniquitous scheme to me—[to] fight ourselves for what we are daily robbing and
plundering from those who have as good a right to freedom as we have.”It had been two weeks
now since she had seen the British fleet sail out of Boston, and she viewed the approach of
spring very differently than she had only a month before. Her world had been transformed. She
was experiencing an uncommon “gaiety de coeur,” she wrote. “I think the sun shines brighter, the
birds sing more melodiously.” She longed to hear word of independence declared. Her spirit took
flight at the thought:—and by the way in the new code of laws which I suppose it will be
necessary for you to make, I desire you would remember the ladies, and be more favorable to
them than your ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of
husbands.Borrowing a line from a poem by Daniel Defoe that she knew he would recognize (for
he had used it, too), she wrote, “Remember all men would be tyrants if they could.If particular
care and attention is not paid to the ladies we are determined to foment a rebellion, and will not
hold ourselves bound by any laws in which we have no voice or representation.That your sex are
naturally tyrannical is a truth so thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but such of
yours as wish to be happy willingly give up the harsh title of master for the more tender and
endearing one of friend. Why then not put it out of the power of the vicious and the lawless to
use us with cruelty and indignity with impunity. Men of sense in all ages abhor those customs
which treat us only as vassals of your sex. Regard us then as being placed by providence under
your protection and in imitation of the Supreme Being make use of that power only for our
happiness.She was not being entirely serious. In part, in her moment of springtime gaiety, she



was teasing him. But only in part.Adams responded in a light spirit. “I cannot but laugh,” he
began.We have been told that our struggle has loosened the bands of government everywhere;
that children and apprentices were disobedient; that schools and colleges were grown turbulent;
that Indians slighted their guardians and Negroes grew insolent to their masters. But your letter
was the first intimation that another tribe more numerous and powerful than all the rest were
grown discontented. This is rather too coarse a compliment but you are so saucy, I won’t blot it
out.Depend on it, we know better than to repeal our masculine systems. Although they are in full
force, you know they are little more than theory. We dare not exert our power in its full latitude.
We are obliged to go fair and softly, and in practice you know we are the subjects. We have only
the name of masters, and rather than give up this, which would completely subject us to the
despotism of the petticoat, I hope General Washington and all our brave heroes would
fight.Others wrote from Massachusetts to question why it was taking so long to accomplish what
everyone at home was demanding. “People can’t account for the hesitancy they observe,” said
James Warren, while his wife, Mercy Otis Warren, who was a playwright and a woman Adams
particularly admired, lectured him on the ideal republican government she foresaw for the future
union of the colonies.Replying to James Warren on April 16, Adams could hardly control his
anger. “Have you seen the privateering resolves? Are not those independence enough for my
beloved constituents? Have you seen the resolves opening our ports to all nations? Are these
independence enough? What more would you have?”But writing again to Warren, Adams tried
to explain the concern and hesitation over independence. “All great changes are irksome to the
human mind, especially those which are attended with great dangers and uncertain effects. No
man living can foresee the consequences of such a measure.”The future was exceedingly
dangerous, Adams felt certain. His mind was much on eventualities, given what he knew of
human nature.We may please ourselves with the prospect of free and popular governments. But
there is great danger that those governments will not make us happy. God grant they may. But I
fear that in every assembly, members will obtain an influence by noise not sense. By meanness,
not greatness. By ignorance, not learning. By contracted hearts, not large souls. . . .There is one
thing, my dear sir, that must be attempted and most sacredly observed or we are all undone.
There must be decency and respect, and veneration introduced for persons of authority of every
rank, or we are undone. In a popular government, this is our only way.To Mercy Warren, Adams
counseled, “Patience! Patience! Patience!”A week or so after denouncing the tyranny of men,
Abigail wrote to say that in her loneliness and with so much riding on her shoulders, she scarcely
knew which way to turn. “I miss my partner and find myself unequal to the cares which fall upon
me. . . . I want to say many things I must omit. It is not fit to wake the soul by tender strokes of art,
or to ruminate upon happiness we might enjoy, lest absences become intolerable.”She wished
he would burn her letters, she said in postscript.Sometimes he wrote to her from Congress itself.
(“When a man is seated in the midst of forty people, some of whom are talking, and others
whispering, it is not easy to think what is proper to write,” he would tell her.) On April 18 she
asked if he would be home in May or June, and to say she thought of him only “with the



tenderest affection.” He, on April 23, went on about his Philadelphia barber who more than
anyone helped him maintain a sense of proportion. “He is a little dapper fellow . . . a tongue as
fluent and voluble as you please, wit at will, and . . . never . . . at a loss for a story to tell . . . while
he is shaving and combing me . . . he contributes more than I could have imagined to my comfort
in this life.”But having received her letter, Adams became about as tender as he would allow on
paper.Is there no way for two friendly souls to converse together, although the bodies are 400
miles off. Yes, by letter. But I want a better communication. I want to hear you think, or to see your
thoughts.The conclusion of your letter makes my heart throb more than a cannonade would. You
bid me burn your letters. But I must forget you first.She followed at length, this time with thoughts
on his concerns, writing that “a people may let a King fall, yet still remain a people, but if a King
let his people slip from him, he is no longer a King. And as this is most certainly our case, why
not proclaim to the world in decisive terms our own importance?”“I think you shine as a
stateswoman,” he responded exuberantly, and in another letter wrote: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 my share in life, nothing has
contributed so much to support my mind as the choice blessing of a wife. . . .I want to take a walk
with you in the garden—to go over to the common, the plain, the meadow. I want to take Charles
in one hand and Tom in the other, and walk with you, Nabby on your right hand and John on my
left, to view the corn fields, the orchards . . .Alas, poor imagination! How faintly and imperfectly
do you supply the want of [the] original and reality!SPRING HAD ARRIVED. Days of warm April
rain and intermittent sunshine followed one after another. Trees were leafing out. In the enclosed
backyards of the city, cherry blossoms burst into flower, followed by a profusion of lilacs in
bloom.Behind the closed doors of Congress the current of events seemed also to turn with the
season as the delegates of three southern colonies, South Carolina, Georgia, and North
Carolina, received instructions freeing them to vote for independence. Even among the
opposition, there was growing agreement on the need for unanimity, “harmony,” a healing of
disputes. “It is a true saying of a wit,” wrote Carter Braxton of Virginia, referring possibly to
Benjamin Franklin, “we must hang together or separately.”Then, on the afternoon of Wednesday,
May 8, Philadelphia heard the muffled but unmistakable thunder of cannon from thirty miles
down the Delaware, as two heavily armed British ships, the frigate Roebuck and sloop-of-war
Liverpool, tried to run the river defenses, a blockade of armed gondolas. The crash of cannon
went on for two days before the ships turned back. No great damage was done, and to many it
all seemed, as said in the Pennsylvania Gazette, “a most interesting spectacle.” Thousands
rushed by carriage and horseback to watch from the shoreline. But it had also been vivid proof
that the war was no abstraction and could in fact come to Philadelphia in all its fury, a thought
many had preferred not to face. The British fleet that evacuated Boston, it was now known, had
sailed to Halifax, where presumably it was waiting for reinforcements before returning to attack
New York.By sundown May 9, the excitement down the river had ended. On the day after, Friday,
May 10, came what many in Congress knew to be a critical juncture. Adams had decided the



time was ripe to make his move.With Richard Henry Lee, he put forth a resolution
recommending that the individual colonies assume all powers of government—to secure “the
happiness and safety of their constituents in particular, and America in general.” Not only was it
passed, but with surprising unanimity. It awaited only a preamble which, as drafted by Adams,
was a still more radical statement. This brought on three days of fierce debate, during which
Adams repeatedly took the floor, supported by Richard Henry Lee, while James Wilson of
Pennsylvania argued in opposition. A decision that could clear the way to independence had at
last arrived.In contrast to the resolution, Adams’s preamble put aside any possibility of
reconciliation and all but declared the colonies immediately independent:Whereas his Britannic
Majesty, in conjunction with the lords and commons of Great Britain, has, by a late act of
Parliament, excluded the inhabitants of these United Colonies from the protection of his crown;
and whereas, no answer whatever to the humble petitions of the colonies for redress of
grievances and reconciliation with Great Britain has been or is likely to be given; but the whole
force of that kingdom, aided by foreign mercenaries, is to be exerted for the destruction of the
good people of these colonies; and whereas it appears absolutely irreconcilable to reason and
good conscience, for people of these colonies to take the oaths and affirmations necessary for
the support of any government under the crown of Great Britain . . . it is [therefore] necessary
that the exercise of every kind of authority under the said crown should be totally suppressed,
and all the powers of government exerted under the authority of the people of the colonies, for
the preservation of internal peace, virtue, and good order, as well as the defense of their lives,
liberties, and properties, against hostile invasions and cruel depredations of their enemies.“Why
all this haste?” James Duane demanded, according to notes that Adams kept. “Why all this
driving?’Samuel Adams, who rarely spoke in Congress, rose from his place. “I wonder the
people have conducted so well as they have,” he said.James Wilson responded, “Before we are
prepared to build a new house, why should we pull down the old one, and expose ourselves to
all the inclemencies of the season?”John Dickinson was absent, apparently indisposed, a victim
of exhaustion.What John Adams said was not recorded. But as the constant battler on the floor,
with all that he had written, his work on committees, his relentless energy, industry, and
unyielding determination, he had emerged a leader like no other, and when the breakthrough
came at last on Wednesday, May 15, it was his victory more than anyone’s in Congress.The
preamble was approved. When an exasperated James Duane told Adams it seemed “a machine
for the fabrication of independence,” Adams replied that he thought it “independence itself.” He
was elated. Congress, he wrote, had that day “passed the most important resolution that was
ever taken in America.”Others agreed. Even “the cool considerate men think it amounts to a
declaration of independence,” wrote Caesar Rodney enthusiastically. Most telling was the
immediate effect in Pennsylvania, in Philadelphia itself, where popular opinion took a dramatic
turn in support of independence.At his lodgings two days later, Adams sat quietly writing to
Abigail:When I consider the great events which are passed, and those greater which are rapidly
advancing, and that I may have been instrumental of touching some springs, and turning some



wheels, which have had and will have such effects, I feel an awe upon my mind which is not
easily described.“I have reasons to believe,” he added, “that no colony which shall assume a
government under the people, will give it up.”IIITHE DAYS HAD BECOME as warm as summer.
“Fine sunshine,” recorded Adams’s Philadelphia friend Christopher Marshall one day after
another. “Uncommonly hot . . . uncomfortable both to horse and man,” registered Josiah Bartlett,
who, returning to Congress from the cool of New Hampshire, was astonished to see fields of
winter rye in New Jersey already full grown by the middle of May.Thomas Jefferson, on reaching
Philadelphia, decided, “as the excessive heats of the city are coming fast,” to find lodgings “on
the skirts of town where I may have the benefit of circulating air.” He moved to spacious quarters
in a new brick house at the southwest corner of Seventh and Market, in what was nearly open
country. They were larger, more expensive accommodations than most delegates had—a suite
of two rooms, bedroom and parlor on the second floor, with ample windows for “circulating air”—
and unlike most delegates, he would reside alone, separate from the rest.Jefferson had arrived
on May 14 after a pleasant week’s journey by horseback from the Piedmont of Virginia,
accompanied by a single servant, a fourteen-year-old slave named Bob Hemings. Jefferson’s
road to Philadelphia, the reverse of Adams’s, had been north by northeast, through the red-clay
countryside of Virginia to Noland’s Ferry on the Potomac, then on into Maryland, winding past
miles of prosperous-looking farms that became still more prosperous-looking as he crossed into
Pennsylvania.On resuming his seat in Congress, at the climax of debate over Adams’s
preamble, Jefferson had felt as nearly unsuited for the business at hand as for the stifling city
climate. “I’ve been so long out of the political world that I am almost a new man in it,” he wrote his
college friend and confidant John Page. He worried about his ill wife at home. Given the choice,
he would have preferred to be at Williamsburg, where a new Virginia constitution was being
drafted. Of more immediate concern than the doings of Congress, it would appear from what he
wrote Page, were some books, a two-volume French history of the Celts and a book on English
gardens that he hoped Page would purchase for him from an estate sale.At thirty-three Thomas
Jefferson was the youngest of the Virginia delegates. He had not attended the First Congress,
when Washington and Patrick Henry had been part of the delegation, and the Virginians with
their liveried servants and splendid horses had ridden into the city like princelings. His role in the
Second Congress had been on the whole modest. If he was conspicuous, it was mainly because
of his height. At six feet two-and-a-half inches, he stood taller than all but a few and towered over
someone like John Hancock, who at five feet four was perhaps the shortest man in the
assembly. Standing beside John Adams, Jefferson looked like a lanky, freckled youth.With eight
years difference in their age, Adams was Jefferson’s senior, both in years and political
experience. The differences in physique, background, manner, and temperament could hardly
have been more contrasting. Where Adams was stout, Jefferson was lean and long-limbed,
almost bony. Where Adams stood foursquare to the world, shoulders back, Jefferson
customarily stood with his arms folded tightly across his chest. When taking his seat, it was as if
he folded into a chair, all knees and elbows and abnormally large hands and feet. Where Adams



was nearly bald, Jefferson had a full head of thick coppery hair. His freckled face was lean like
his body, the eyes hazel, the mouth a thin line, the chin sharp.Jefferson was a superb horseman,
beautiful to see. He sang, he played the violin. He was as accomplished in the classics as
Adams, but also in mathematics, horticulture, architecture, and in his interest in and knowledge
of science he far exceeded Adams. Jefferson dabbled in “improvements” in agriculture and
mechanical devices. His was the more inventive mind. He adored designing and redesigning
things of all kinds. Jefferson, who may never have actually put his own hand to a plow, as Adams
had, would devise an improved plow based on mathematical principles, “a moldboard of least
resistance,” and find equal satisfaction in arriving at the perfect shape for a stone column or
silver goblet.Jefferson was devoted to the ideal of improving mankind but had comparatively
little interest in people in particular. Adams was not inclined to believe mankind improvable, but
was certain it was important that human nature be understood.In contrast to Adams’s need to fill
pages of his diaries with his innermost thoughts and feelings, Jefferson kept neat account
books. In an invariably precise hand, he recorded every purchase, every payment for meals,
wines, books, violin strings, the least item of clothing. Unlike Adams, who, except for books,
indulged himself in no expenditures beyond what were necessary, Jefferson was continually in
and out of Philadelphia shops, buying whatever struck his fancy.In the spirit of science, Jefferson
maintained letter-perfect records of weights, measurements, and daily temperature readings.
(Adams is not known even to have owned a thermometer.) “Nothing was too small for him to
keep account of,” one of his plantation overseers would remember of Jefferson. Yet he kept no
personal diary, and for all the hours given to what he called “pen and ink work,” Jefferson rarely
ever revealed his inner feelings in what he wrote. He had nothing like Adams’s fascination with
human nature and, quite unlike Adams, little sense of humor. “He is a man of science,” a close
observer would later write of Jefferson. “But . . . he knows little of the nature of man—very little
indeed.”It was Jefferson’s graciousness that was so appealing. He was never blunt or assertive
as Adams could be, but subtle, serene by all appearances, always polite, soft-spoken, and
diplomatic, if somewhat remote. With Adams there was seldom a doubt about what he meant by
what he said. With Jefferson there was nearly always a slight air of ambiguity. In private
conversation Jefferson “sparkled.” But in Congress, like Franklin, he scarcely said a word, and if
he did, it was in a voice so weak as to be almost inaudible. Rarely would he object to a point or
disagree with anyone to his face. “Never contradict anybody,” he was advised by Franklin, whom
he admired above all men, though it was advice he hardly needed. He “abhorred dispute,” as he
said, shrank from the contentiousness of politics, and instinctively avoided confrontation of any
kind. It was as if he were trying to proceed through life as he had designed his moldboard plow
to go through the red clay of Virginia, with the least resistance possible.Years later, still puzzling
over Jefferson’s passivity at Philadelphia, Adams would claim that “during the whole time I sat
with him in Congress, I never heard him utter three sentences together.”Jefferson himself would
one day advise a grandson, “When I hear another express an opinion which is not mine, I say to
myself, he has a right to his opinion, as I to mine.Why should I question it. His error does me no



injury, and shall I become a Don Quixote, to bring all men by force of argument to one
opinion? . . . Be a listener only, keep within yourself, and endeavor to establish with yourself the
habit of silence, especially in politics.Jefferson wished to avoid the rough and tumble of life
whenever possible. John Adams’s irrepressible desire was to seize hold of it, and at times his
was to be the path of Don Quixote.A departure from Jefferson’s prevailing silence in Congress
came late that summer when he stood in opposition to a proposal for a fast day, and in so doing
appeared to cast aspersions on Christianity, to which Adams reacted sharply. Benjamin Rush
reminded Adams of the incident in a letter written years later.You rose and defended the motion,
and in reply to Mr. Jefferson’s objections to Christianity you said you were sorry to hear such
sentiments from a gentleman whom you so highly respected and with whom you agreed upon
so many subjects, and that it was the only instance you had ever known of a man of sound
sense and real genius that was an enemy to Christianity. You suspected, you told me, that you
had offended him, but that he soon convinced you to the contrary by crossing the room and
taking a seat in the chair next to you.In one regard only did Jefferson’s behavior seem at odds
with his usual placid way. If unwilling or unable to express anger, or passion, in his dealings with
other men, he could be very different with his horse. As would be said within his own family, “The
only impatience of temper he ever exhibited was with his horse, which he subdued to his will by
a fearless application of the whip on the slightest manifestation of restiveness.”As the author of
the Summary View, the young Virginian had, as Adams said, achieved “the reputation of a
masterly pen,” and however reticent in Congress, he proved “prompt, frank, explicit, and decisive
upon committees and in conversation. . . .” That Jefferson, after attending the College of William
and Mary, had read law at Williamsburg for five years with the eminent George Wythe, gave him
still greater standing with Adams, who considered Wythe one of the ablest men in Congress. In
his journal, Adams recorded a remark made by the New Yorker James Duane to the effect that
Jefferson was “the greatest rubber off of dust” that Duane had ever met, and that he spoke
French, Italian, and Spanish, and was working on German. The journal entry, dated October 25,
1775, was Adams’s first recorded mention of Jefferson.Sensitive to Adams’s seniority and his
importance in Congress—and possibly to Adams’s vanity—Jefferson was consistently
deferential to him. Clearly, too, for all their differences, they had much in common, not the least
of which was their love of words, of books, and serious scholarship. They were as widely read,
as learned as any two men in Congress. A list of the favorite authors of either could have served
for the other. They had read the same law, distinguished themselves at an early age in the same
profession, though Jefferson had never relished the practice of law as Adams had, nor felt the
financial need to keep at it.They were men who loved noble endeavor, who shared a disdain for
indolence, and hated wasting time. Jefferson’s devotion to home, to family, and his own native
ground was quite as strong as Adams’s. When Jefferson spoke of “my country,” he usually meant
Virginia, as Adams referred to Massachusetts as “my country.” The one was as proudly a
Virginian as the other a Yankee. The stamp of their origins was strong on both, and neither would
have acknowledged any better place on earth than his “country,” though neither, it is true, had yet



seen much else. As Adams had never been farther south than Philadelphia, Jefferson had been
no farther north than New York.But in this, too, was the root of differences that ran deep and
would prove long-lasting, for the reason that Massachusetts and Virginia were truly different
countries. Indeed, it would be difficult for future generations to comprehend how much
separated a man raised on a freeholder’s farm in coastal New England from a son of Virginia
such as Thomas Jefferson.Jefferson had been born to respectable wealth achieved by his
father, Peter Jefferson, a man of rugged vitality, tobacco planter and surveyor, and to an
unassailable place in the Virginia aristocracy through his mother, Jane, who was a Randolph.
His landholdings in Albemarle County, mostly inherited from his father, exceeded 5,000 acres.
But where Adams, at his farm by Penn’s Hill, lived very much like his father, and among the
people of the town, Jefferson, very unlike his father or other Virginia planters, had removed to a
mountaintop, removed from contact with everyday life, to create a palatial country seat of his
own design in the manner of the sixteenth-century Italian architect Andrea Palladio.It was a bold
undertaking that spoke of unusually cultivated taste and high ambition, and was made possible
by the added wealth that came with his marriage to Martha Wayles Skelton, a young widow.He
had started the project at the age of twenty-five, in 1768. Still only partly built, it had the high,
columned porticoes of a classic Italian villa and carried a name, Monticello, meaning “little
mountain” in old Italian. He had contracted for 100,000 bricks, ordered specially made window
frames from London, and in Philadelphia purchased the unexpired servitude of an indentured
servant, a stonecutter, to do the columns. It was a house and setting such as John Adams had
never seen or could ever have imagined as his own, any more than he could have imagined the
scale of Jefferson’s domain. On his daily rounds by horseback, surveying his crops and fields,
where as many as a hundred black slaves labored, Jefferson would commonly ride ten miles, as
far as from Braintree to Boston, without ever leaving his own land. Further, he owned another
5,000-acre plantation to the southwest in Bedford County, an inheritance from his wife’s
father.Jefferson had been raised and educated as the perfect landed gentleman of Virginia. He
knew no other way. His earliest childhood memory was of being carried on a pillow by a slave
and in countless ways he had been carried ever since by slaves, though they were never called
that, but rather “servants” or “laborers.” It was not just that slaves worked his fields; they cut his
firewood, cooked and served his meals, washed and ironed his linen, brushed his suits, nursed
his children, cleaned, scrubbed, polished, opened and closed doors for him, saddled his horse,
turned down his bed, waited on him hand and foot from dawn to dusk.By 1776, with the addition
of the land inherited from his father-in-law, Jefferson reckoned himself a wealthy man and lived
like one. With the inheritance also came substantial debts and still more slaves, but then in
Virginia this was seen as a matter of course. The whole economy and way of life were built on
slaves and debt, with tobacco planters in particular dependent on slave labor and money
borrowed from English creditors against future crops. John Adams, by contrast, had neither
debts nor slaves and all his life abhorred the idea of either.In keeping with his background,
Adams was less than dazzled by the Virginia grandees. In Virginia, he would say, “all geese are



swans.” Jefferson, for his part, knew little or nothing of New Englanders and counted none as
friends. A man of cultivated, even fastidious tastes, Jefferson was later to tell his Virginia
neighbor James Madison that he had observed in Adams a certain “want of taste,” this
apparently in reference to the fact that Adams was known on occasion to chew tobacco and take
his rum more or less straight.Jefferson had been slower, more cautious and ambivalent than
Adams about resolving his views on independence. As recently as August 1775, less than a
year past, Jefferson had written to a Tory kinsman, John Randolph, of “looking with fondness
towards a reconciliation with Great Britain.” He longed for the “return of the happy period when,
consistently with duty, I may withdraw myself totally from the public stage, and pass the rest of
my days in domestic ease and tranquillity, banishing every desire of afterwards even hearing
what passes in the world.” But in the same letter he declared that “rather than submit to the right
of legislating for us assumed by the British parliament and which late experience has shown they
will so cruelly exercise, [I] would lend my hand to sink the whole island in the ocean.” His
commitment now in the spring of 1776 was no less than Adams’s own. And it was because of
their common zeal for independence, their wholehearted, mutual devotion to the common cause
of America, and the certainty that they were taking part in one of history’s turning points, that the
two were able to concentrate on the common purpose in a spirit of respect and cooperation,
putting aside obvious differences, as well as others not so obvious and more serious than they
could then have known.Adams considered Jefferson his protégé at Philadelphia; Jefferson,
impressed by Adams’s clarity and vigor in argument, his “sound head,” looked upon him as a
mentor. They served on committees together, and as the pace quickened in the weeks after
Jefferson’s arrival, they were together much of the time. As would be said, each felt the value of
the other in the common task.IF THERE WAS “a tide in the affairs of men,” as Abigail had
reminded John, now was “the flood.” “Every post and every day rolls in upon us independence
like a torrent,” he wrote on May 20.Despite drenching rain, an open-air public meeting that day at
the State House Yard drew a throng of thousands who listened as the May 15 resolve was read
aloud, then voiced a demand vote for a new Pennsylvania constitution and a new legislature.At
week’s end, on Friday, May 24, General Washington arrived for two days of meetings with
Congress to report his heightened concern for the situation at New York, where a British attack
was expected any time. The King, it was now known, had hired some 17,000 German troops to
fight in America. At New York, Washington had at most 7,000 men fit for duty.Three days later
came word that on May 15, the Virginia convention at Williamsburg had resolved unanimously to
instruct the Virginia delegation at Philadelphia “to declare the United Colonies free and
independent states.” An exultant John Adams wrote to Patrick Henry that the “natural course and
order of things” was coming to pass at last. “The decree is gone forth, and it cannot be recalled,
that a more equal liberty than had prevailed in other parts of the earth must be established in
America.”On Friday, June 7, at the State House, Richard Henry Lee rose to speak. Sunshine
streamed through the high windows. Lee, slim and elegant, was a spirited orator who was said to
practice his gestures before a mirror. In a hunting accident years before, he had lost the fingers



of his left hand, which he kept wrapped in a black handkerchief, and this, with his lithe figure and
aquiline nose, gave him a decidedly theatrical presence. The importance of the moment was
understood by everyone in the room.Resolved [Lee began]: . . . That these United Colonies are,
and of a right ought to be, free and independent states, that they are absolved from all
allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the state of
Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.Adams immediately seconded the motion and
the day following, Saturday, June 8, the debate began. Speaking in opposition, John Dickinson,
James Wilson, Robert Livingston, and Edward Rutledge declared, according to notes kept by
Jefferson, that while “friends of the measure,” they opposed any declaration of independence
until “the voice of the people” drove them to it. Further, should Congress proceed before hearing
the “voice,” then certain colonies “might secede from the union.” It was the threat Dickinson in his
anger had used earlier against Adams, but whether it was Dickinson speaking now, Jefferson
did not record. Nor did he record what Adams, Lee, and George Wythe said, only that they
declared public opinion to be ahead of Congress: that “the people wait for us to lead the way,”
that the European powers would neither trade nor treat with the colonies until they established
independence, that “the present [military] campaign may be unsuccessful, and therefore we had
better propose an alliance while our affairs wear a hopeful aspect.” And that it was essential “to
lose no time.”Intense debate continued past dark. Candles were brought in. “The sensible part of
the house opposed the motion,” wrote an irate Edward Rutledge. “No reason could be assigned
for pressing into this measure, but the reason of every madman.”On Monday, June 10, after
President John Hancock reconvened the assembly, Rutledge and the “cool party” succeeded in
having the final vote delayed for twenty days, until July 1, to allow delegates from the middle
colonies time to send for new instructions. Nonetheless, it was agreed that no time be lost in
preparing a declaration of independence. A committee was appointed, the Committee of Five,
as it became known, consisting of Jefferson, Adams, Roger Sherman, Robert Livingston, and
Benjamin Franklin, who had by now returned from his expedition to Canada but was ill and
exhausted and rarely seen.On the floor above, meantime, in the Banqueting Hall of the State
House, another revolution was transpiring as the Pennsylvania Assembly struggled over what
instructions to give its delegation.Adams, who had not written a word to Abigail in nearly two
weeks, dashed off a letter saying, “Great things are on the tapis.”JEFFERSON WAS TO DRAFT
the declaration. But how this was agreed to was never made altogether clear. He and Adams
would have differing explanations, each writing long after the fact.According to Adams, Jefferson
proposed that he, Adams, do the writing, but that he declined, telling Jefferson he must do
it.“Why?” Jefferson asked, as Adams would recount.“Reasons enough,” Adams said.“What can
be your reasons?”“Reason first: you are a Virginian and a Virginian ought to appear at the head
of this business. Reason second: I am obnoxious, suspected and unpopular. You are very much
otherwise. Reason third: You can write ten times better than I can.”Jefferson would recall no such
exchange. As Jefferson remembered, the committee simply met and unanimously chose him to
undertake the draft. “I consented: I drew it [up].”Possibly neither of their memories served, and



possibly both were correct. Jefferson may well have been the choice of the committee and out of
deference or natural courtesy, he may well have offered Adams the honor. If there is anything
that seems not in keeping, it is the tone of Adams’s self-deprecation, which is more that of the
old man he became than the Adams of 1776, who was anything but inadequate as a writer and
who was by no means as unpopular as he later said. If he was thought “obnoxious,” it would have
been only by a few, and only he himself is known to have used the word. In all the surviving
record of official and private papers pertaining to the Continental Congress, there is only one
member or eyewitness to events in Philadelphia in 1776 who wrote disparagingly of John
Adams, and that was Adams writing long years afterward. As critical as he could be in his
assessment of others, the man he was inclined to criticize most severely was himself. In fact, the
respect he commanded at Philadelphia that spring appears to have been second to
none.Unquestionably, Adams did value Jefferson’s literary talents, but he knew also how much
else he must attend to in the little time available, and the outcome of the “great question” was by
no means certain. Already Adams was serving on twenty-three committees, and that same week
was assigned to three more, including an all-important new Continental Board of War and
Ordnance, of which he was to be the president.That there would be political advantage in having
the declaration written by a Virginian was clear, for the same reason there had been political
advantage in having the Virginian Washington in command of the army. But be that as it may,
Jefferson, with his “peculiar felicity of expression,” as Adams said, was the best choice for the
task, just as Washington had been the best choice to command the Continental Army, and again
Adams had played a key part. Had his contribution as a member of Congress been only that of
casting the two Virginians in their respective, fateful roles, his service to the American cause
would have been very great.ALONE IN HIS UPSTAIRS PARLOR at Seventh and Market,
Jefferson went to work, seated in an unusual revolving Windsor chair and holding on his lap a
portable writing box, a small folding desk of his own design which, like the chair, he had had
specially made for him by a Philadelphia cabinetmaker. Traffic rattled by below the open
windows. The June days and nights turned increasingly warm.He worked rapidly and, to judge
by surviving drafts, with a sure command of his material. He had none of his books with him, nor
needed any, he later claimed. It was not his objective to be original, he would explain, only “to
place before mankind the common sense of the subject.”Neither aiming at originality of principle
or sentiment, nor yet copied from any particular and previous writing, it was intended to be an
expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called
for by the occasion.He borrowed readily from his own previous writing, particularly from a recent
draft for a new Virginia constitution, but also from a declaration of rights for Virginia, which
appeared in the Pennsylvania Evening Post on June 12. It had been drawn up by George
Mason, who wrote that “all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain
inherent natural rights . . . among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty.” And there was a
pamphlet written by the Pennsylvania delegate James Wilson, published in Philadelphia in 1774,
that declared, “All men are, by nature equal and free: no one has a right to any authority over



another without his consent: all lawful government is founded on the consent of those who are
subject to it.”But then Mason, Wilson, and John Adams, no less than Jefferson, were, as they all
appreciated, drawing on long familiarity with the seminal works of the English and Scottish
writers John Locke, David Hume, Francis Hutcheson, and Henry St. John Bolingbroke, or such
English poets as Defoe (“When kings the sword of justice first lay down, / They are no kings,
though they possess the crown. / Titles are shadows, crowns are empty things, / The good of
subjects is the end of kings”). Or, for that matter, Cicero. (“The people’s good is the highest
law.”)Adams, in his earlier notes for an oration at Braintree, had written, “Nature throws us all into
the world equal and alike. . . . The only maxim of a free government ought to be to trust no man
[kings included] to endanger public liberty.” The purpose of government, he had said in his
recent Thoughts on Government, was the “greatest quantity of human happiness.”What made
Jefferson’s work surpassing was the grace and eloquence of expression. Jefferson had done
superbly and in minimum time.I was delighted with its high tone and flights of oratory with which
it abounded [Adams would recall], especially that concerning Negro slavery, which, though I
knew his southern brethren would never suffer to pass in Congress, I certainly would never
oppose. There were other expressions which I would not have inserted, if I had drawn it up,
particularly that which called the King tyrant. . . . I thought the expression too passionate; and too
much like scolding, for so grave and solemn a document; but as Franklin and Sherman were to
inspect it afterwards, I thought it would not become me to strike it out. I consented to report it,
and do not now remember that I made or suggested a single alteration.A number of alterations
were made, however, when Jefferson reviewed it with the committee, and several were by
Adams. Possibly it was Franklin, or Jefferson himself, who made the small but inspired change in
the second paragraph. Where, in the initial draft, certain “truths” were described as “sacred and
undeniable,” a simpler, stronger “self-evident” was substituted.We hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal . . .Adams had no doubt that there would be further
changes called for and considerable debate over details and language once the declaration was
submitted to Congress for approval. Still, he was confident enough about the draft that he
laboriously transcribed the full text in his own hand, and later sent the copy to Abigail, who,
understandably, thought he had written the Declaration.THE PRESSURES OF
RESPONSIBILITY grew greater for Adams almost by the hour. As head of the new Board of War,
meeting every morning and evening, he was acutely aware of Washington’s distress at New
York. Dispatch riders from the general’s headquarters brought repeated warnings that arms,
lead, flints, medicines, and entrenching tools were all urgently needed. At Boston the troops
were “almost mutinous in want of pay.” In Canada, where the remnants of an American army
were still holding out, the situation was gravely compounded by the ravages of smallpox.On
June 15, the provincial legislature of New Jersey had ordered the arrest of its royal governor,
William Franklin, the estranged, illegitimate son of Benjamin Franklin, and authorized its
delegates in Congress to vote for independence. To see that this was done, five new New Jersey
delegates had been appointed.In Maryland, delegate Samuel Chase, who had earlier gone to



Canada with Benjamin Franklin, was rounding up support for independence, as perhaps no one
else could have. A huge, red-faced young man of inexhaustible energy, Chase refused to accept
the dictum that Maryland’s delegates must vote down independence. “I have not been idle,” he
reported to Adams.As he had for months now, Adams struggled to keep a balance with the
need, on one hand, for all possible haste, and the need, on the other, to keep from pushing too
fast, forcing events too soon. Some things, some people, must not be hurried. Time and timing
were both of the essence, now more than ever. Reminders of time passing were everywhere
about him: the great clock ticking away on the outside wall of the State House; bells at night
striking the hour; the “clarions” of a hundred roosters calling across town as he began his day at
first light.“What in the name of Common Sense are you gentlemen of the Continental Congress
about?” demanded a constituent writing from Massachusetts. “Is it dozing?”“The only question is
concerning the proper time for making a specific declaration in words,” Adams replied.Some
people must have time to look around them, before, behind, on the right hand, and on the left,
and then to think, and after all this to resolve. Others see at one intuitive glance into the past and
the future, and judge with precision at once. But remember you can’t make thirteen clocks strike
precisely alike at the same second.No one in Congress had worked harder or done more to
bring about a break with Britain. But it was the fact of independence more than the words on
paper that concerned Adams, and especially for what it would do to unify the colonies and bring
“spirit” to American military operations. Facts were “stubborn things,” he had once argued in
defense of the British soldiers after the Boston Massacre, and as stubborn as any of the large
facts bearing heavily on his mind now was “the bloody conflict we are destined to endure.”On
June 23 a conference of committees from every county in Pennsylvania declared that the
delegates of Pennsylvania in Congress should vote for independence. “You see therefore,”
Adams wrote to Samuel Chase, “that there is such a universal expectation that the great
question will be decided the first of July. . . . to postpone it again would hazard convulsions and
dangerous conspiracies.”The birth of a new nation was at hand, perhaps truly, as Thomas Paine
had written, a new world. “Solemn” was Adams’s word for the atmosphere in
Congress.CHAPTER THREECOLOSSUS OF INDEPENDENCE[His] power of thought and
expression . . . moved us from our seats.~Thomas JeffersonIMONDAY, JULY 1, 1776, began hot
and steamy in Philadelphia, and before the morning was ended a full-scale summer storm would
break. Adams, as usual, was out of bed before dawn. He dressed, wrote a long letter to a former
delegate, Archibald Bulloch, who was the new president of Georgia, and following breakfast,
walked to the State House, knowing what was in store. “This morning is assigned the greatest
debate of all,” he had said in the letter. “A declaration, that these colonies are free and
independent states, has been reported by a committee some weeks ago for that purpose, and
this day or tomorrow is to determine its fate. May heaven prosper the newborn republic.”He had
wished Bulloch to know also that constant vigil was being kept for the arrival of the British at New
York. “We are in daily expectation of an armament before New York, where, if it comes, the
conflict may be bloody,” he warned. Words in debate were one thing, the war quite another, but



to Adams independence and the war were never disjunctive.The object is great which we have
in view, and we must expect a great expense of blood to obtain it. But we should always
remember that a free constitution of civil government cannot be purchased at too dear a rate, as
there is nothing on this side of Jerusalem of equal importance to mankind.Presumably
everything that could or need be said on the question of independence had been exhausted in
Congress. Presumably, the question could be put and decided with little further ado. But it was
not to be. John Dickinson had resolved to make one last appeal and Adams would be obliged to
answer. They would rise to make their cases like the great lawyers they were, each summoning
all his powers of reason and persuasion.At ten o’clock, with the doors closed, John Hancock
sounded the gavel. Richard Henry Lee’s prior motion calling for independence was again read
aloud; the Congress resolved itself into a committee of the whole and “resumed consideration.”
Immediately, Dickinson, gaunt and deathly pale, stood to be heard. With marked earnestness,
he marshaled all past argument and reasoning against “premature” separation from Britain. “He
had prepared himself apparently with great labor and ardent zeal,” Adams would recall
admiringly. “He conducted the debate not only with great ingenuity and eloquence, but with
equal politeness and candor.”Though no one transcribed the speech, Dickinson’s extensive
notes would survive. He knew how unpopular he had become, Dickinson began. He knew that
by standing firm, as a matter of principle, he was almost certainly ending his career. “My conduct
this day, I expect, will give the finishing blow to my once great . . . and now too diminished
popularity. . . . But thinking as I do on the subject of debate, silence would be guilt.”To proceed
now with a declaration of independence, he said, would be “to brave the storm in a skiff made of
paper.”When he sat down, all was silent except for the rain that had begun spattering against the
windows. No one spoke, no one rose to answer him, until Adams at last “determined to
speak.”He wished now as never in his life, Adams began, that he had the gifts of the ancient
orators of Greece and Rome, for he was certain none of them ever had before him a question of
greater importance. Outside, the wind picked up. The storm struck with thunder, lightning, and
pelting rain. In his schoolmaster days at Worcester, Adams had recorded how such storms
“unstrung” him. Now he spoke on steadily, making the case for independence as he had so often
before. He was logical, positive, sensitive to the historic importance of the moment, and, looking
into the future, saw a new nation, a new time, all much in the spirit of lines he had written in a
recent letter to a friend.Objects of the most stupendous magnitude, measures in which the lives
and liberties of millions, born and unborn are most essentially interested, are now before us. We
are in the very midst of revolution, the most complete, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the
history of the world.No transcription was made, no notes were kept. There would be only
Adams’s own recollections, plus those of several others who would remember more the force of
Adams himself than any particular thing he said. That it was the most powerful and important
speech heard in the Congress since it first convened, and the greatest speech of Adams’s life,
there is no question.To Jefferson, Adams was “not graceful nor elegant, nor remarkably fluent,”
but spoke “with a power of thought and expression that moved us from our seats.” Recalling the



moment long afterward, Adams would say he had been carried out of himself, “ ‘carried out in
spirit,’ as enthusiastic preachers sometimes express themselves.” To Richard Stockton, one of
the new delegates from New Jersey, Adams was “the Atlas” of the hour, “the man to whom the
country is most indebted for the great measure of independency. . . . He it was who sustained the
debate, and by the force of his reasoning demonstrated not only the justice, but the expediency
of the measure.”Stockton and two other new delegates from New Jersey, Francis Hopkinson and
the Reverend John Witherspoon, famous Presbyterian preacher and president of the College of
New Jersey at Princeton, had come into the chamber an hour or so after Adams had taken the
floor and was nearly finished speaking. When they asked that Adams repeat what they had
missed, he objected. He was not an actor there to entertain an audience, he said good-
naturedly. But at the urging of Edward Rutledge, who told Adams that only he had the facts at his
command, Adams relinquished and gave the speech a second time “in as concise a manner as I
could, ’til at length the New Jersey gentlemen said they were fully satisfied and ready for the
question.” By then he had been on his feet for two hours.Others spoke, including Witherspoon,
the first clergyman to serve in Congress, whose manner of speech made plain his Scottish
origins. In all, the debate lasted nine hours. At one point, according to Adams, Hewes of North
Carolina, who had long opposed separation from Britain, “started suddenly upright, and lifting up
both his hands to Heaven, as if he had been in a trance, cried out, ‘It is done! and I will abide by
it.’ ”But when later that evening a preliminary vote was taken, four colonies unexpectedly held
back, refusing to proclaim independence. The all-important Pennsylvania delegation, despite
popular opinion in Pennsylvania, stood with John Dickinson and voted no. The New York
delegates abstained, saying they favored the motion but lacked specific instructions. South
Carolina, too, surprisingly, voted no, while Delaware, with only two delegates present, was
divided. The missing Delaware delegate was Caesar Rodney, one of the most ardent of the
independence faction. Where he was or when he might reappear was unclear, but a rider had
been sent racing off to find him.When Edward Rutledge rescued the moment by moving that a
final vote be postponed until the next day, implying that for the sake of unanimity South Carolina
might change its mind, Adams and the others immediately agreed. For while the nine colonies
supporting independence made a clear majority, it was hardly the show of solidarity that such a
step ought to have.The atmosphere that night at City Tavern and in the lodging houses of the
delegates was extremely tense. The crux of the matter was the Pennsylvania delegation, for in
the preliminary vote three of the seven Pennsylvania delegates had gone against John
Dickinson and declared in the affirmative, and it was of utmost interest that one of the three,
along with Franklin and John Morton, was James Wilson, who, though a friend and ally of
Dickinson, had switched sides to vote for independence. The question now was how many of
the rest who were in league with Dickinson would on the morrow continue, in Adams’s words, to
“vote point blank against the known and declared sense of their constituents.”To compound the
tension that night, word reached Philadelphia of the sighting off New York of a hundred British
ships, the first arrivals of a fleet that would number over four hundred.THOUGH THE RECORD



of all that happened the following day, Tuesday, July 2, is regrettably sparse, it appears that just
as the doors to Congress were about to be closed at the usual hour of nine o’clock, Caesar
Rodney, mud-spattered, “booted and spurred,” made his dramatic entrance. The tall, thin Rodney
—the “oddest-looking man in the world,” Adams once described him—had been made to appear
stranger still, and more to be pitied, by a skin cancer on one side of his face that he kept hidden
behind a scarf of green silk. But, as Adams had also recognized, Rodney was a man of spirit, of
“fire.” Almost unimaginably, he had ridden eighty miles through the night, changing horses
several times, to be there in time to cast his vote.

john adams david mccullough john adams david mccullough review john adams david
mccullough reddit john adams david mccullough quotes john adams author david mccullough
john adams david mccullough summary john adams david mccullough audiobook john adams
by david mccullough summary john adams david mccullough sparknotes john adams by david
mccullough book review john adams david mccullough audiobook free john adams david
mccullough chapter summary john adams david

1776 The Pioneers: The Heroic Story of the Settlers Who Brought the American Ideal West
Truman Thomas Jefferson: The Art of Power Mornings on Horseback: The Story of an
Extraordinary Faimly, a Vanished Way of Life and the Unique Child Who Became Theodore
Roosevelt The Wright Brothers The Course of Human Events: The 2003 Jefferson Lecture in the
Humanities James Madison: A Life Reconsidered The Path Between the Seas: The Creation of
the Panama Canal, 1870-1914 American Sphinx: The Character of Thomas Jefferson The Great
Bridge: The Epic Story of the Building of the Brooklyn Bridge Alexander Hamilton American
Lion: Andrew Jackson in the White House Brave Companions The Greater Journey: Americans
in Paris The American Spirit: Who We Are and What We Stand For Johnstown Flood In the Dark
Streets Shineth: A 1941 Christmas Eve Story Founding Brothers: The Revolutionary Generation
His Excellency: George Washington Grant Friends Divided: John Adams and Thomas Jefferson
First Family: Abigail and John Adams Passionate Sage: The Character and Legacy of John
Adams

http://ebook-download.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/Wa18oYTP/e/EJBo/OPMw/QRbe/John-Adams-David-McCullough


E. Migliori, “This book moved me. I don't know how to describe this book. I am an avid reader
but have not read a lot of history because I never seemed to finish the books. I couldn't stop
reading this one. Have you ever been so engaged that you walk and read and the same time?
That you carry the book with you everywhere you go in the hopes you will have a spare minute to
crack it open and absorb a few pages? Well this book did that for me. I did not think I would find
John Adams compelling but the book won a Pulitzer and I had heard the hype so I thought "why
not?". This book is very well written. It covers the scope of John Adams' life in it's entirety - with
honesty and sensitivity. I was inspired by the genius cluster that founded our nation, the danger
and uncertainty they went through with complete fortitude. This book is so relevant today
because it helps us understand the thought and consideration Adams and other men went
through when considering the construction of our government and their understanding of human
nature that provided them the insight to create laws that to this day afford us the freedoms we
enjoy. The topics of women's rights, slavery, military strength, the economy, immigration are all
touched on as they had the forethought to understand what was coming. I wish there were more
people serving in public office today like those original founders and especially John Adams.”

Mark A. Wyatt, “Powerful and Moving. The difficulty in reviewing a book like David McCullough's
"John Adams" is that you know that whatever you write, it will not do the book justice. So, with
that said, I will affirm that this is one of the best books I have ever read, much less one of the
best biographies. It has been said that McCullough "rescued" Adams from relative obscurity, and
I must agree. Having read this most important story, it is amazing to me that there is no
monument on the National Mall in honor of John Adams. There are numerous points in his
career where it may be said that if not for John Adams, the United States of America would not
exist. His importance in our history cannot be overstated. I am glad that Tom Hanks took it upon
himself to produce an award-winning miniseries based on this book, so that many more
Americans who will not undertake its reading, may still benefit from the story of its hero. Let me
just state a couple of brief takeaways: 1) Two of the most long-lasting and defining attributes of
America are its form of government (bicameral legislature, strong executive, and independent
judiciary), and the peaceful transfer of power; and 2) that there is nothing new under the sun. If
you think that the extremes of speech or action undertaken in our times regarding elections,
manipulation, the press, or the extreme passions on every part of the political spectrum are new,
then you need to read more history. Compared to what has gone before us in this great nation, I
am more convinced than ever, that we will be just fine.”

Annapolis man, “A lesser known founding father revealed. John Adams seems to be the
"forgotten" founding father, taking a backseat to Washington and Jefferson. I had never read
much of anything about John Adams and his role in America's founding and early history and



after reading this book I have a new appreciation for what a major contributor John A. was. He
participated in all facets of the work to put together the new country and seemed to be one of the
most humble of contributors. The interaction between John and his wife Abigail was fascinating.
She was a learned woman with strong opinions and never hesitated to share those with her
husband throughout his career. She was a strong independent woman and ran the family
business when John was away for many years at a time doing the business of the new country
as an ambassador to multiple European countries. Very impressive woman. The interplay
between Adams and Jefferson was especially interesting, with Adams coming off as a well
grounded, honest, humble adult while Jefferson came off as a spoiled, arrogant, not completely
honest politician. It was of interest to find that Adams, being from Massachusetts, i.e. a
northerner, was against slavery as was his wife while the Virginians, Jefferson and Washington,
seemed to have no qualms about slavery even though they were fighting for freedom/
independence themselves. I wish that I had a better appreciation for Adams long ago. This book
provided a perspective I never had before and was an enjoyable read.”

Jeffrey J. Ward, “Another Great Presidential Biography by David McCullough. I just finished this
great book while watching for the second time the marvelous HBO miniseries that is based on
this book. One of its themes is the remarkable friendship between Adams and Jefferson while
serving as American representatives in France, followed later by political rivalry in which
Jefferson ousted Adams from the presidency, followed years later by a great deal of friendly
correspondence between the old friends and former presidents in their declining years. The
extravagance of Jefferson and the slavery based system that supported Jefferson and others of
the Virginia aristocracy is contrasted with the frugality and physical farm labor of Adams. Both
were among the best educated, most cultured and well traveled Americans of their day and both
champions of liberty. Adams was much more than the pious Puritan as he is sometimes
portrayed. At the end, Adams left his family with a quite sizable estate while Jefferson left a great
legacy but mountains of debt. Adams had a great marriage to Abigail and their surviving letters
illuminate perhaps the greatest love story in American history. This is the second McCullough
presidential biography I have read. The first was Harry Truman which was also great.”

Nicholas Casley, “How Amazing Is That?. I was inspired to read this biography of the second
president of the United States, as it was the basis for the excellent HBO series.As McCullough's
writes in the introduction, "John Adams was a lawyer and a farmer, a graduate of Harvard
College, the husband of Abigail Smith Adams, the father of four children. He was forty years old
and he was a revolutionary." Why was that so? The biography reveals a man passionate about
virtue and liberty, a man who would never give up the fight, and a man who was the real driver of
independence. When people think of the fight for independence, they naturally bring to mind
Washington, Jefferson, and Franklin - but it was Adams who was the driving force.I am also glad
that I read this book because I was able to see where the truth of Adam's life has been sacrificed



for the drama of the TV series: the Hollywood version of history is just as active on America's
own as well as the rest of the world's! For example, in the first episode I learn that Captain
Preston was actually tried separately from his men, and of the eight soldiers, two were found
guilty of manslaughter.But there are also scenes that should have been in the series but which
did not make it, scenes such as Franklin and Adams sharing a bed and arguing over whether the
window should be open or closed. David McCullough's clear and highly-readable prose also
covers much of the important but undramatic work of Adams, including his drafting of the
constitution of his home state, Massachusetts, written whilst back home between time spent as
ambassador to Holland and France.It is "the oldest, functioning written constitution in the
world."Much of the series played on Adams's relationship with his wife, and I was glad to see
how true it was that they were a meeting of minds in so many ways and had a long and happy
marriage, supporting each other and their children, although Adams himself had such high
ideals that he was a difficult father to please.The end came dramatically, like Beethoven, with a
thunderstorm. And I still cannot get over how he died on the same day as Thomas Jefferson -
and they both died on the fiftieth Fourth of July since independence! How amazing is that?”

T. G. S. Hawksley, “Just wanted to read it all over again. When I finished the book I really just
wanted to read it all over again, to be taken again by the author into the vivid world of John and
Abigail Adams and Thomas Jefferson and Elbridge Gerry and Benjamin Rush and Timothy
Pickering and Alexander Hamilton and the many others who lived through the birth and early
years of the USA.This is an exceptionally superb biography, one reason from many is that the
author paints his scenes with such an abundance of detail that you really feel you are there, and
can hear their voices. Just from memory I can now see Adams watching slaves at the new White
House with a heaviness in his heart; I can still feel the joy the whole family experienced when
John Quincey returned from Russia; or the satisfaction felt by Benjamin Rush when Adams and
Jefferson start to correspond again.So it is much more than just a political biography. This is a
work of art, taking us into all that was going in and around the Adams family. And as with all good
art while there is no polemic, nevertheless it is impossible not to draw some moral lessons from
the lives as they are drawn on the author's canvas.This is especially true with the contrast
between Jefferson and Adams. Adams the hard-working farmer, the faithful husband of Abigail,
cautious with money who died with an estate to pass on; Jefferson the extravagant land-owning
aristocrat, suspected of having an affair, who died in debt. Adams the enemy of slavery;
Jefferson the owner of slaves. And when he died, those slaves had to be sold because of his
debts.It is never stated, but there is no doubt which man the author - with good reason - admires
more.”

R Helen, “Fascinating biography. Like all David McCullough's books, this one doesn't disappoint.
It's the story of John Adams, America's second, and underappreciated, President. It's a
biography and not an in depth look at the historical and political issues surrounding his life, so



you'll have to have a good working knowledge of the events surrounding the American
Revolution. But it will surprise you too. The 4th of July is the anniversary of the Declaration of
Independence, a day every school child in America knows. But it was actually 2 July when
Americans declared their independence and the day Adams thought would be the "most
memorable epocha in the history of America." And I was equally surprised to know that Adams
represented the British(!) in the trial of the Boston Massacre, that famous moment of British
tyranny before the Revolution. As a child, learning about the Revolution in school, it seemed
almost inevitable to me that the Americans would win. Until I read this book, I never appreciated
how close America came to losing and how many promiment colonial men supported the Tory
cause! It's an amazing book, well written, and brings to life one of America's greatest statesmen.
It's also a bit irreverant when it comes to that other great statesman, Thomas Jefferson! Adams
has always taken second place behind those prominent and celebrated leaders (Washington,
Jefferson, Franklin, Madison, among others), but McCullough shows us that Adams was much
more than he has been remembered for. I would highly recommend it (as I would any of his
other books). Five stars is not enough.”

homehelp, “Great read really fascinating. I read this book having watched the John Adams serial
on Sky Atlantic. The series closely followed the book and gave a fascinating insight into the lives
of the Founding fathers of USA with all the politics. A very personal account of the relationships
of friends and foes and at home and abroad. It filled in a big gap in my knowledge of this time.
Very readable, thoroughly enjoyed it and would recommend to anyone interested in American
Independence”

R.M.F.Brown (Author), “A biographical tour de force. Of all the founding fathers, John Adams is
the one I admire the most. Untainted by the slave ownership that blighted the reputations of
Washington and Jefferson, Adams preached liberty, not just liberty for white, middle class,
Boston merchants, but a liberty for all.Stubborn, irascible, a man of letters, and a workaholic for
the American cause, Adams was tailor made for historical biography. In McCullough, we have
one of the few biographers who can do such a titan, justice.Historiography has long been fraught
with perils and pitfalls, and what a biographer includes is just as important as what they omit.
Given that Adams wrote reams of correspondence over his lifetime, its too McCullough's credit
that he has presented a coherent, powerful narrative, that reads more like a historical thriller,
rather than a dry, academic text.But then again, the best historians are usually great novelists,
and this biography is a worthy addition to the canon of historical biography.”

The book by David McCullough has a rating of 5 out of 4.8. 3,137 people have provided
feedback.
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