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PROLOGUE THE EYE OF PROVIDENCE

“THIS IS THE FOURTH?”

Thomas Jefferson was dying. There could be no doubt of it now. He’d been declining fast since the third week of June, and bedridden since the first day of July, fading in and out of consciousness in an opiated haze. Now, at around 9:00 p.m., on July 3, 1826, lying in his bed at Monticello, Jefferson spoke some of his last fully intelligible words; and then, according to some reports, spoke them again. “This is the fourth?”

“Yes,” said the young man at his bedside. “It is the fourth.” The lie seemed to satisfy Jefferson, and he went back to sleep.

Six hundred miles to the northeast in Quincy, Massachusetts, John Adams was dying, too. He was more alert than Jefferson, but restless and uncomfortable, awake through the night, coughing, trying to clear his chest. A letter was dispatched to his son, the president, in Washington, suggesting he come home to Quincy to say goodbye before it was too late. But it was already too late.

Over the coming days, nearly every last word and gesture of the two men would travel America’s turnpikes, canals, and riverways in personal letters, in newspaper articles, and in eulogies and speeches. How Jefferson lifted his hands to swat away flies. How he waved his right hand through the air as he slept, as if furiously scribbling dispatches in a dream, and called out, “Warn the Committee!” How Adams puffed his last cigar and declared, when asked for a comment on the impending Jubilee, “I will give you, ‘Independence Forever!’ ”

For fifty years, Thomas Jefferson, a charming southern aristocrat, and John Adams, a pugnacious Yankee, had lived in a kind of symbiosis, circling each other in an occasionally graceful, frequently awkward pas de deux. Sometimes they were in sync, sometimes they stepped on each other’s toes (almost literally in one case), and sometimes Jefferson, very nimbly, tripped Adams and sent him tumbling.

Most famously, of course, both men collaborated on the establishment of American independence in the summer of 1776. Adams led the Second Continental Congress to establish it in fact and law; Jefferson wrote the document to proclaim it publicly. Jefferson once told their mutual friend Benjamin Rush that he and Adams had worked together in those early years in a “perfect coincidence of principle and of action.”

Now, fifty years later, they were about to collaborate in the most perfect coincidence in American history.



This book is about the coincidence in both senses—of their coordinated efforts in bringing about July 4, 1776, and of their near-simultaneous deaths on July 4, 1826—and all that came between: their close friendship in Europe as diplomats in the 1780s; their bitter political rivalry in the 1790s and early 1800s; their years of personal estrangement; and, finally, their reconciliation, orchestrated by Benjamin Rush, who one night in 1809—this is true—dreamed that Adams and Jefferson were going to restore their friendship, then die “nearly at the same time.”

We know how this tale ends, but it’s a suspense story. America was a fragile and leaky vessel in its early years, always threatening to break apart and sink. Like the relationship between Adams and Jefferson, it was a mismatch: an alliance of northern states and southern states that had little in common and much in contention. More problematically, it was a mix of ideas and propositions that contradicted each other and reality. The whole thing was so implausible, so preposterous even, that it depended for its survival, or so it seemed, on an occasional assist from the realm of the supernatural.

Adams and Jefferson are the key players in the story, but one other character bears mentioning here at the start. This character goes by many names, but we will use the one the Founders used: Divine Providence.

You didn’t have to believe in Divine Providence—and don’t now—to appreciate the role it played in early American history. As far back as the Puritans, who imagined themselves settling upon a City on a Hill (John Winthrop’s famous phrase, borrowed from the Sermon on the Mount and delivered in a speech to Massachusetts-bound colonists in 1630), Divine Providence had attended the affairs of Americans. Many early New Englanders conceived of themselves in biblical terms, as a chosen people in a promised land, under the special care of Divine Providence. Later, the revolutionary generation, even the most deistic and unorthodox among them, invoked Divine Providence with nearly every breath, and not in a perfunctory God-bless-you-one-nation-under-God way, but seriously, intently, sometimes urgently. After their stunning victory over the British at Yorktown in 1781, Americans enshrined their debt to Divine Providence by placing its image on the reverse of the Great Seal of the United States. We see this today on the back of a $1 bill: a single, friendly looking, all-seeing eye peering out from the top of a pyramid, keeping watch over America. This is the Eye of Providence.



Back now to that July night in 1826—the late evening of July 3 blending into the early morning of July 4; the night, that is, before the fiftieth birthday of the nation, the Grand Jubilee, for which Americans had been preparing for months; the night before John Adams and Thomas Jefferson died. Let’s imagine the Eye hovering over the United States. What would this cycloptic orb have seen?

First, clouds. Thick clouds. An enormous rain system had been parked over much of the country, from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi River, for several days. The night was clammy and drizzly. Even without the clouds, it would have been a dark night, lit by the merest sliver of a waning moon.

Since this is the all-seeing Eye of Providence, though, let’s assume cloudy skies and inky darkness weren’t an issue. What then?

It would have seen a prosperous and kinetic land occupied by more than 11 million people scattered over twenty-four states, including two, Missouri and Arkansas, west of the Mississippi. To the east, it would have seen cities bursting at the seams as they grew with new populations, and to the west, small settlements pressing against the edge of forests, seeping into land recently occupied solely by Native Americans. It would have observed the new textile mills rising along the steep, fast rivers of New England, and gazed upon the new cotton and sugarcane fields in the lowlands of the Deep South. And among all of this, even on a dark and damp night, it would have registered movement. America was a nation in motion. Late-night and early-morning stagecoaches kept tight schedules on newly macadamized roads. Canal boats, pulled by mules, slurped along newly dug canals, including the recently opened Erie Canal, stretching 363 miles across New York State, from the Hudson River to the Great Lakes. Farther west and south, steamboats chugged up the Mississippi and Ohio, carrying people and cargo against the current, from New Orleans to St. Louis, from St. Louis to Pittsburgh. Nothing moved fast—yet—but the motion was constant, and it was accelerating.

Something else the Eye might have seen that night were dimly lit windows in villages and cities, where men burned the midnight oil preparing Fourth of July orations. Come morning, hundreds of local dignitaries—politicians, ministers, newspaper editors, attorneys, teachers—would deliver speeches to mark the fiftieth birthday of the nation. Nearly all would extol the success of America, from the glorious marvel of its birth to its democratizing influence on the world, to its boundless prospects for the future.

One of the orators scheduled to speak the following morning was a twenty-five-year-old schoolmaster in Northampton, Massachusetts, named George Bancroft. Later, Bancroft would become the most famous and influential historian in the United States, an honor he’d earn with a ten-volume magnum opus devoted to the theme that America had been chosen by God to improve the world. Bancroft had a splendid career ahead of him—historian, statesman, diplomat—and the speech he gave on July 4, 1826, would do much to launch it. “In whatever direction we turn our eyes,” he’d declare, “we find one unclouded scene of prosperity, every where marks of advancement and increasing opulence.”

He wasn’t entirely wrong. America was prosperous; it was advancing. But unclouded? There was another side to the picture that Bancroft drew. The Eye—assuming it had Ears—would have heard this even if it did not see it. It was audible in the clanging of coffle chains and the barking of plantation dogs, and in the scuffle of footsteps on a wet forest floor. That very night, less than a mile from Monticello, at the adjacent estate of Jefferson’s good friend James Monroe, two slaves named George and Phebe were escaping, fleeing north with forged papers.

The sound was at Monticello, too, rising from the bodies that tossed and turned inside the slave cabins of Mulberry Row. It’s unlikely that Jefferson’s slaves slept much that night. They knew he was dying, and they knew that when he was gone some of them would be sold to the cotton and sugar plantations of the Deep South, where the life of a slave was brutal and brief. “The crack you heard,” Frederick Douglass, an eight-year-boy living in slavery in 1826, would later tell an audience of northern whites, “was the sound of the slave-whip.”

It was also the sound of a nation slowly breaking in half. The problem of slavery, baked in from the start, was not simply that it was immoral and cruel. The greater problem was that it dangerously undermined America’s foundations. A nation that staked its claim to legitimacy on natural law and rights, as Jefferson’s Declaration explicitly did, could not also be a nation that permitted human bondage—not logically, not practically, not theologically, and not existentially. If you believed in Divine Providence, as most Americans did, you knew that slavery, sooner or later, was going to tear America apart. Jefferson heard the alarm, and it terrified him. He called it “a fire bell in the night.”



I have two main purposes in this book. The first is to resurrect the coincidence of the near-simultaneous deaths of Adams and Jefferson from where it usually resides, in history’s cabinet of curiosities, and to understand it as the monumental event it was in the antebellum nineteenth century. What occurred on July 4, 1826, was not simply interesting or astonishing to Americans at the time. It was miraculous confirmation that Divine Providence favored America. Arriving at a moment when such confirmation was sorely needed, it gave a galvanic boost to American self-confidence, and restored American identity as a special—an elected, a chosen, an exceptional—people. This, in turn, helped Americans drown out the jarring notes of slavery—the cracking and ringing—under a symphony of self-congratulations.

The second purpose, following from the first, is to reframe the relationship of John Adams and Thomas Jefferson in the context of how their lives ended. Each of their political lives was a response to America’s imperfections, and to the future difficulties they anticipated for the United States. Jefferson, as the author of the Declaration and the owner of approximately six hundred slaves over the course of his life, understood the essential problem of America better than anyone, which is that its reality contradicted its (and his) stated principles. He devoted much of his life to reconciling slavery and liberty. In doing so, he helped make slavery more palatable to himself, to his fellow Americans, and, he hoped, to God. America, he declared in 1801, was “a chosen country” under the benevolent guidance of “an overruling providence.”

No American was ever more idealistic than Jefferson, and no American more at war with his own ideals. Adams, by contrast, never met a high sentiment he did not question. He was cocreator of a republic who harbored grave doubts about the capacity of people to govern themselves. Too much democracy, combined with too little virtue, would eventually lead to tyranny. Aristocracy—or more precisely oligarchy—was likely. To pretend that America was immune to such outcomes, Adams believed, guaranteed that it would succumb to them. “We may boast that We are the chosen People,” he warned. “We may even thank God that We are not like other Men. But after all it will be but flattery, and the delusion, the Self deceit of the Pharisee.” To protect themselves from themselves, Americans required a government of laws, not men, in which power was divided and balanced between branches to keep each other in check. Adams was not the only Founder to believe this, but none was as adamant and tenacious as he was in stating it.

Adams always suspected that his reward for leveling with the American people would be unpopularity, not just in his own time but in the future. He predicted that history would place him lower in rank than it placed Jefferson. Like many of his predictions, this proved true.

In the nineteenth century, Adams’s reputation faded and Jefferson’s brightened. This continued for much of twentieth century, even as Jefferson came under increased scrutiny for his complicity in slavery and his sexual relationship with one of his female slaves, Sally Hemings. At the start of this century, David McCullough’s warm and generous biography—adapted into an HBO miniseries—gave Adams a significant boost in popularity. Yet as recently as 2017, Gordon S. Wood, one of the preeminent historians of the early United States, declared the matter settled. “Jefferson’s star has remained ascendant while Adams’s seems to have virtually disappeared from the firmament.”

Facts seem to bear out Wood’s claim. About 450,000 people visit Monticello every year; just 25,000 go to Adams’s house in Quincy. A large monument to Jefferson rises on the National Mall. There are none to Adams in all of Washington. “Mausoleums, Statues, Monuments,” wrote Adams, “will never be erected to me.” Right again.

Some readers might question whether either man deserves an elevated position in the national firmament. Both were deeply flawed. Jefferson was a self-indulgent hypocrite; Adams was a self-involved prig. They undermined themselves, they undermined each other, and sometimes they undermined the United States. But they were also brilliant, complicated, deeply serious men with a capacity to reach beyond themselves toward what they called “virtue,” which in their terms meant not just personal decency but individual sacrifice for the public good. Their relationship, at its best, was a model of dialogue and empathy that transcended partisanship and personal grievances to find human connection and collaboration. Their intention—it sounds very grand, but they meant it sincerely—was to improve human life on earth.

Today, as we celebrate—if that’s the word—the 250th anniversary of the Declaration of Independence and mark the 200th anniversary of the deaths of Adams and Jefferson, we may find that Adams speaks more powerfully to us than Jefferson. The political structures Adams insisted on—the rule of law, the separation of powers—are giving way to the things he most feared. The aristocracy he always warned about is on the verge of becoming a full-blown oligarchy of billionaires. The democratic populace has found succor, as Adams feared it would, in a strongman. As for America’s identity as a singular and favored place, Adams (who never missed an opportunity to tell someone he told them so) is surely scowling and grumbling down at us from whatever place he holds in the firmament. “Miracles,” Adams once wrote to Benjamin Rush, “will not be wrought for Us.”

And yet, as the clock passed midnight and July 3 turned into July 4, a miracle is exactly what Adams and Jefferson, in one last great collaboration, were about to deliver.

But let’s go back to the beginning.





CHAPTER ONE OBJECTS OF THE MOST STUPENDOUS MAGNITUDE


i. Illuminations

On a bright but cool Wednesday in early July of 1776, amid the clamor of a city preparing for war, John Adams found a quiet moment to compose a letter to his wife. In fact, he managed to write two letters to Abigail Adams that day. The first was the breezier of the two. John was replying to a letter Abigail had written two weeks earlier in which she described a visit to friends in Plymouth. While there, she’d boarded an American naval brig with several other ladies and passed “a very agreable afternoon” drinking tea with the sailors.

“I was much pleased to find that you had taken a Journey to Plymouth,” John wrote back to her now. “I am very glad you had so good an opportunity of seeing one of our little American Men of War.”

After a few more lines replying to Abigail’s news, John abruptly turned to some news of his own: “Yesterday the greatest Question was decided, which ever was debated in America, and a greater perhaps, never was or will be decided among Men.”

John knew that Abigail was as committed to the revolutionary cause as he was—more so, if such a thing was possible—and in frequent letters he’d kept her apprised of developments in Congress. Now had come the most extraordinary development yet: Congress had passed a resolution declaring the colonies free and independent states, “sundered forever” from Great Britain. “I am not without Apprehensions,” he wrote. “But I must submit all my Hopes and Fears, to an overruling Providence, in which, unfashionable as the Faith may be, I firmly believe.”

The second letter John Adams wrote on July 3, 1776, seems to have been penned not just for Abigail, but for posterity—for us. Not only was Adams aware that he was living through events that would be foundational American history, he seemed to know that people would read his letter as part of that history. This second letter picked up on the subject of the first, the resolution passed in Congress the previous day. Abigail was used to her husband’s penchant for hyperbole, but his words must have felt almost feverish to the touch.


But the Day is past. The Second Day of July 1776, will be the most memorable Epocha, in the History of America.—I am apt to believe that it will be celebrated, by succeeding Generations, as the great anniversary Festival…. It ought to be solemnized with Pomp and Parade, with Shews, Games, Sports, Guns, Bells, Bonfires and Illuminations from one End of this Continent to the other from this Time forward forever more. You will think me transported with Enthusiasm but I am not.



The letter gave a remarkably prescient description of Independence Day celebrations to come. It also gave a pretty good representation of John Adams. Brilliant, excitable, and often prophetic, Adams was also, now and then, glaringly wrong. “Always an honest Man, often a Wise One,” Benjamin Franklin would famously write of Adams, “but sometimes and in some things, absolutely out of his Senses.”

Two hundred and fifty years later, it’s a rare American who could say with confidence what happened on July 2, 1776. The future anniversary celebration that Adams so accurately predicted in his letter to Abigail is the one now celebrated every year on July 4. Because John Adams was an honest man, we know why he missed the mark by two days. “Vanity,” he once admitted, “is my cardinal Vice and cardinal Folly.”

From Adams’s perspective, July 2 deserved an annual celebration because this was the day the Second Continental Congress met and voted to become independent from Great Britain. As a matter of politics and law, it was the day America declared its independence. As a matter of personal pride, it was the day Adams attained his greatest triumph: the events of July 2, 1776, had been largely his doing—his personal and singular achievement. The printed declaration of that independence, approved by Congress two days later, was little more than a puffed-up press release of a done deal, “a Coup de Theatre,” as Adams would call it—the icing on a cake that he, John Adams, had baked.

To Adams’s everlasting frustration, the icing turned out to be the part of the cake everyone remembered. And the man who iced the cake was not John Adams. It was Thomas Jefferson.



ii. North and South poles

Thomas Jefferson had first arrived in Philadelphia a year earlier, on a June evening in the summer of 1775, clattering into town in a phaeton drawn by four horses and attended by two slaves. From the moment he unfolded his rangy frame and stepped onto the cobblestones of Chestnut Street, Jefferson seemed to have been created to test and torment Adams. Because if vanity was Adams’s cardinal vice, envy ran a close second.

There was much to envy about Thomas Jefferson, starting with the mere physical presence of him. While Adams was five foot seven and portly—“short thick fat,” he once described himself—Jefferson was six foot two and “straight as a gun barrel,” according to a contemporary, resembling “a fine horse.” Adams, at thirty-nine, was balding under his powdered wig, missing a few teeth, suffering a painful eye condition that often made reading difficult, and in the early stages of a benign but irksome tremor.I Jefferson, at thirty-two, had a full mane of auburn hair, excellent teeth, fine blue eyes, and steady hands. Also, he was rich; Adams was not.

Benjamin Rush once called Adams and Jefferson “the North and South poles of the American revolution.” Indeed the men seemed to be opposites in every feature, starting with the points on the compass they came from. Adams’s home was in Braintree, Massachusetts, a mile or so inland from the Atlantic Ocean, ten miles down the coast from Boston, and thirty miles up from Plymouth. Jefferson’s home was in Albemarle County, Virginia, in the rolling piedmont of the eastern slope of the Blue Ridge Mountains. Albemarle was not merely far south of Braintree, it was far west—more west, in fact, than south. While Adams grew up smelling Atlantic brine and facing Europe to the east, Jefferson’s boyhood oriented him to the forested mountains of the West. His infant wails, wrote one biographer, “could have been echoed by the howling of wolves.”

That makes Jefferson’s childhood sound more rustic than it was. If he grew up near the frontier, he did so in a richly appointed mansion surrounded by gleaming green tobacco fields and tended by slaves. His father, Peter Jefferson, was a self-made man who had acquired wealth, land, and, not least, a wife who came from one of the colony’s oldest and most prominent families. Between his assets and her ancestry, the Jeffersons held a position on the highest rungs of Virginia planter society.

Adams was born into far more modest circumstances, in an upstairs room of a saltbox cottage that stood—and still stands today—on the coastal road between Boston and Plymouth. His father was a farmer and shoemaker. The family had little in the way of money, but the Adamses had been prominent town leaders more or less since the first of them arrived in 1633. “My Father, Grand Father, Great Grandfather and Great Great Grandfather, were all Inhabitants of Braintree and all independent Country Gentlemen—I mean Officers in the Militia and Deacons in the Church,” Adams wrote. “The Line I have described makes about 160 Years, in which no Bankruptcy was ever committed no Widow or orphan was ever defrauded no Redemptioner intervened and no Debt was ever contracted in England.”

Beyond personal family circumstances, Jefferson and Adams were products of very different environments. Virginia and Massachusetts were America’s two oldest and most prosperous colonies, but their climates were different, their topographies were different, their economies were different, and their social structures and religious practices were vastly different. Virginia had been founded in 1607 by men looking to get rich, Massachusetts in 1620 by people looking to worship as they wished—Virginia for gold, Massachusetts for God.

The greatest difference—the difference that would, in the end, prove most intractable—was slavery. There were slaves in Massachusetts before the American Revolution, but relatively few, and the Adams family never owned any. Jefferson, by contrast, grew up surrounded by slaves, in a society supported by slaves from cradle to grave. This was literally true in his case: his earliest childhood memory was of being carried on a pillow by a slave.



Putting aside the six hundred miles between their homes—and the seven inches between the tops of their heads—the most striking difference between the men was their temperaments. It’s hard to imagine two more distinct personalities. Adams was brash, quarrelsome, and quick-tempered. Later in life, he’d admit to his son John Quincy that he was sometimes overtaken by “a Rage; a Mania; a delirium” that he could hardly control. Jefferson, by contrast, strove to govern himself by dispassionate reason, and he largely succeeded. He was cool and tactful, deferential to men, flirtatious with women, courteous to all. His goal in life, he said more than once, was to “take things by the smooth handle.”

Jefferson was the easier man to like. Indeed, nearly everyone who met him found him charming, including, for a time, Adams’s own wife and children. His detractors complained that he was aloof and vague, but to his admirers this only made him more mysterious and romantic. Nobody ever accused John Adams of being mysterious or romantic. He was devoid of the social graces and bonhomie that made men good company in eighteenth-century America. “[H]e cant dance, drink, game, flatter, promise, dress, swear with the gentlemen, and talk small talk and flirt with the Ladys,” wrote his friend Jonathan Sewall. Years later, when he was president, his own secretary of war would write that no matter what Adams did or said, it was almost always “in the wrong place and to the wrong persons.”

Adams’s saving grace was his candor. He knew his faults and was honest about them. In his youth, he’d made a study of himself, filling the pages of his diary with blistering self-critiques—of his ignorance, his indolence, his foolishness, his impetuousness, of time misspent and thoughts untamed. He was particularly hard on what he knew to be his greatest flaw, his oversized yet tender ego. “Oh! that I could wear out of my mind every mean and base affectation, conquer my natural Pride and Self Conceit, expect no more defference from my fellows than I deserve,” he wrote at the age of twenty. “How happy should I then be.”

He failed at his resolutions to be more humble, just as he failed at most of his youthful resolutions. He’d command himself to banish sloth from his life—“May I blush whenever I suffer one hour to pass unimproved”—and despair when he wasted time on restless daydreams. “I can as easily still the fierce Tempests or Stop the rapid Thunderbolt, as command the motions and operations of my own mind.” He waited desperately for the moment he might prove himself worthy of his pride. “I never shall shine,” he wrote one June day at the age of twenty-four, “till some animating Occasion calls forth all my Powers.”



Jefferson never kept a diary, and aside from a few letters he wrote to friends as a nineteen-year-old swain in which he narrated his bumbled courtship of a Virginia belle named Rebecca, he seldom made fun of himself. We know little of his childhood because he never wrote much about it, but also because the house where he spent his adolescent years—Shadwell—burned to the ground in 1770, taking most of his youthful possessions with it. Besides the loss of his books, Jefferson didn’t seem to regret the fire much. Unlike Adams, who cherished the past, Jefferson had little use for it. “I like the dreams of the future better than the history of the past,” he’d tell Adams.

Jefferson is often described as a great visionary, but it’s more accurate to describe him as a great impresario or curator. His driving ambition was to arrange the world to his liking. Nowhere did he achieve this more successfully than at Monticello, the house he would spend most of his life building and rebuilding on a hilltop outside of Charlottesville. Even before the fire at Shadwell, Jefferson, still in his twenties at the time, directed slaves to level the top of the mountain to make it fit for a home. Monticello would be the canvas on which Jefferson painted his dreamscape: an airy palazzo surrounded by gardens and fields and panoramic views, filled with art, musical instruments, books, and imported wines, populated by family and friends, untroubled by the turbulence—he hoped—of lower altitudes. “It seemed as if from his youth,” one French visitor observed, “he had placed his mind, as he has done his house, on an elevated situation, from which he might contemplate the universe.”

It was, everyone agreed, an extraordinarily capacious mind. “Musician, Draftsman, Surveyor, Astronomer, Natural Philosopher, Jurist, Statesman,” is how his French visitor listed Jefferson’s many proficiencies. To which we can add paleontologist, horticulturalist, agronomist, bibliophile, oenophile, philologist, educator, inventor, engineer, and author. Only later would the breathtaking incongruities of Jefferson’s psyche start to unveil themselves like a bog emerging from a mist. Lifetimes of scholarship and dozens of biographies have plumbed the man’s actions and desires, including a three-volume hagiography by Henry S. Randall, a six-volume cradle-to-grave exhumation by Dumas Malone, and a one-volume psychoanalysis by Fawn Brodie, subtitled, promisingly, An Intimate History. Yet Jefferson remains as elusive as ever. One of his best biographers, Joseph Ellis, admits as much in the title of his book: American Sphinx.

Later, this book will take a few cracks at Jefferson. For the moment, we’ll give the last word to a later American illusionist who probably understood Jefferson’s mind as well as anybody ever has. “[T]he test of a first-rate intelligence,” F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote, “is the ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time, and still retain the ability to function.” By this test alone, Thomas Jefferson—a professed enemy of aristocracy who lived like a titled noble; a critic of government debt who overspent and died insolvent; a proponent of human freedom who held hundreds of fellow humans in bondage—was the undisputed genius of his age.




iii. The famous Mr. Jefferson

Adams liked to point out that Jefferson came late to the revolution. Before arriving in Philadelphia in the spring of 1775, the Virginian “knew more of the Eclipses of Jupiters Satelites than he did of what was passing in Boston.” That wasn’t quite fair. But it’s true that Adams had been sowing the seeds of independence far longer than Jefferson, first in Boston in collaboration with his rabble-rousing cousin, Samuel Adams, and then in Philadelphia, where he’d served in the First Continental Congress in 1774. Jefferson, having skipped the First Congress entirely, showed up late to the second.

He’d missed an eventful spring. In April of 1775, the first blood of the war had been spilled at Lexington and Concord. In May, a group of ragtag volunteers known as the Green Mountain Boys, led by Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold, had launched a midnight attack on Fort Ticonderoga, on Lake Champlain, capturing British artillery. Then came reports from overseas that a large fleet, carrying British soldiers and Hessian mercenaries, was headed for America. As urgent news flowed into Philadelphia that June, Congress sought to transform itself from a motley group of farmers, lawyers, and merchants from thirteen diverse colonies into an effective wartime alliance, while trying to create an army, as Adams put it, “out of nothing.” Five days before Jefferson arrived, on June 15, 1775, Adams had nominated another delegate from Virginia, George Washington, to command that army.

The first meeting between Adams and Jefferson may have occurred the evening of Jefferson’s arrival, June 20, at the City Tavern on Second Street, across from the house where Adams boarded with the Massachusetts delegation. If not that evening, then it would have been the next morning, inside the assembly hall of the Pennsylvania State House (now Independence Hall), when Jefferson presented his credentials to Congress. The other delegates knew about Jefferson, mainly from an anti-British pamphlet he’d written, A Summary View of the Rights of British America, that had already gained the Virginian—in Adams’s words—“a reputation for literature, science, and a happy talent at composition.” A delegate from Rhode Island named Samuel Ward mentioned the arrival of “The famous Mr. Jefferson” in a letter home. The new delegate appeared to be, Ward wrote, “a very sensible, spirited, fine fellow.”

Two days after Jefferson’s arrival—Thursday, June 22, 1775—rumors began to reach Philadelphia of a fierce battle between British and American forces in Boston, on a rise called Bunker Hill (actually Breed’s Hill, but the name of the adjacent hill stuck). “We wait to hear more particulars,” John Adams wrote to Abigail. “If there is any Truth in this Account, you must be in great Confusion. God Almightys Providence preserve, sustain, and comfort you.”

The following morning, June 23, delegates and citizens of Philadelphia took to the streets to give George Washington a grand send-off as he began his journey north to take command of colonial forces in Boston. Despite the crowds, the rousing music, and the excitement, Washington’s departure was a solemn affair, freighted by the stunning fact that the American colonies were now truly at war with the British Empire. Adams told Abigail that watching Washington ride off made him yearn to follow the general north to the “Pride and Pomp of War.” But it was not to be. “I, poor Creature, worn out with scribbling, for my Bread and my Liberty, must leave others to wear the Lawrells which I have sown.”

Not until the night of Saturday, June 24—a full week after the battle—did an express rider gallop up to the boardinghouse on Second Street where Adams and the rest of the Massachusetts delegation were sleeping. Rousing them from their beds, the messenger gave them the first full and accurate account of Bunker Hill. “An hundred Gentlemen flocked to our Lodgings to hear the News,” according to Adams. They learned the battle had lasted a mere hour, but had taken an extraordinary toll. American losses were devastating, approximately 140 killed and another 300 wounded—about a fifth of the men who’d fought.

Bunker Hill was technically a loss for the Americans, since the British ended up with the hill, but it was a moral victory. The Americans had inflicted a significant cost on British forces, who suffered more than one hundred officers and a thousand regulars killed or wounded. One of the manydelegates to draw too much confidence from the outcome was Thomas Jefferson. “Nobody now entertains a doubt but that we are able to cope with the whole force of Great Britain, if we are but willing to exert ourselves,” he wrote to a friend back home. “As our enemies have found we can reason like men, so now let us show them we can fight like men also.”


[image: Pennsylvania State House, now Independence Hall, in 1776, a brick building with central tower, people gathered outside, and horse-drawn carriages passing.]
The Pennsylvania State House, now Independence Hall, as it appeared in 1776.



iv. the Atlas

Congress met in a chamber, forty feet by forty feet, on the eastern flank of the Pennsylvania State House. Three tall windows on each side let in ample light from the north and south. Despite the summer heat, the windows were often closed to keep out horseflies and the long ears of loyalist spies, so the air inside was stifling and pungent. Delegates powdered their hair or wigs with lavender and citrus to cast halos of fragrance around their heads, but that wasn’t much defense against the musk of fifty or so irregularly bathed male bodies buttoned up in frock coats in the middle of a Philadelphia summer.

They broke free when they could into the fresh air of the State House Yard, a pretty square of shade trees and walking paths surrounded by a seven-foot-high brick wall. Adams often conferred there with Samuel Adams or one of the other delegates, strolling under the trees, passing cannonballs piled up in preparation for a possible British attack. Then back inside they went to grapple with a numbing array of challenges. “Such a vast Multitude of Objects,” wrote Adams, “that We know not what to do first.”

When he’d initially arrived in Philadelphia with his more famous and charismatic cousin for the First Continental Congress back in 1774, John Adams had felt humbled to be among “a Collection of the greatest Men upon this Continent,” acutely conscious of his “own insufficiency for this important Business.” Those humble feelings didn’t last long. By the summer of 1775 Adams was the most vocal and commanding man in the assembly hall, all five foot seven of him elevated over his fellow delegates by force of argument and sheer energy. He was “incessantly employed” in committee meetings and other congressional business from early in the morning till ten or so at night. Then it was off to the City Tavern for more debate or discussion, then back across Second Street to Mrs. Yard’s boardinghouse to dash off a letter to Abigail or read before bed. Then up at dawn to do it all over again. The animating occasion he’d dreamed of two decades earlier had arrived and he was meeting it with all his powers.

Not everyone appreciated the exertions. To those who disagreed with him, Adams was a tireless pest trying to force his views onto more moderate and prudent men. But to allies like Richard Stockton of New Jersey, he was indispensable—“the Atlas of American Independence,” as Stockton called him. The term suited Adams well. He saw himself as bearing the weight of the universe, martyring his happiness and health to the cause of America. In letters to Abigail and friends, he complained of low spirits, insomnia, rashes, and failing eyesight. “I have Suffered infinitely,” wrote Adams, “at a Time when, a vast Variety of great objects were crowding upon my Mind.” This did not mean that he was unhappy. On the contrary, Adams had never felt more alive.

Adams’s primary task in these months was to drag and push his more reluctant colleagues to declare independence from Britain. He’d initially hoped for a peaceful resolution to the conflict with Britain, but after Lexington and Concord he realized that peace was not possible. Delegates who still held out for reconciliation—there were many—suffered from “a fatal Delusion,” he wrote, “against the clearest Evidence.” Pushing too hard, though, could alienate them. “America is a great, unwieldy Body. Its Progress must be slow. It is like a large Fleet sailing under Convoy. The fleetest Sailors must wait for the dullest and slowest.”

Despite his best efforts to play nice, Adams couldn’t help but show flashes of contempt for the dull and the slow. Inevitably, he made enemies. John Dickinson was the most formidable of these. Celebrated throughout the colonies as the author of Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania, a series of well-argued objections to British taxes, Dickinson had done as much as anyone to get the country to the doorstep of rebellion, but now he hesitated. Things were moving too fast, the risks were too great. Adams suspected that Dickinson’s Quaker mother and wife had talked him into his fearful state. “If I had had such a mother and such a wife,” Adams later said, “I believe I should’ve shot myself.”

One day, following a heated exchange on the floor of the assembly hall, Adams was walking out to take the air in the yard when Dickinson charged after him in a fury. “Look Ye!” shouted Dickinson. “If you dont 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.”

“Mr. Dickinson,” responded Adams serenely—in his telling—“there are many Things that I can very chearfully sacrifice to Harmony and even to Unanimity: but I am not to be threatened into an express Adoption or Approbation of Measures which my Judgment reprobates.”

A short while after that exchange, British agents intercepted and published a letter in which Adams described Dickinson as a “piddling Genius.” When news of the letter got back to Philadelphia, Adams later recalled, “I was avoided like a man infected with the Leprosy.” The conciliators despised and shunned him, while the “true-blue Sons of Liberty” pitied and avoided him. Benjamin Rush later wrote that Adams was “an object of nearly universal detestation.”

But not entirely universal. He still had friends and allies, including men who may have disagreed with some of his conclusions but admired his integrity and his tenacity. Rush was one such friend. Another was Richard Henry Lee, scion of one of Virginia’s oldest and most prominent families. A gun accident eight years earlier had blown off four fingers on Lee’s left hand. Over what remained of the stubs, Lee wore a black silk glove, which he waved about for dramatic effect when he rose to speak in Congress, often in favor of some new resolution that had been made by John Adams.

And then there was Jefferson. The two men were not yet close in 1775, but they served together on several committees and admired each other. Jefferson would later recall Adams in those years as “our Colossus on the floor.” Jefferson himself hardly ever spoke on the floor. “The whole time I sat with him in Congress, I never heard him utter three sentences together,” Adams later recalled. Mute as he was in full sessions, in smaller committee meetings Jefferson was “so prompt, frank, explicit, and decisive,” wrote Adams, “that he soon seized upon my heart.”

Adams’s interest in Jefferson in these early days was more pragmatic and political than it was personal. Other delegates tended to view the Massachusetts men, especially the Adams cousins, as hotheads bent on rebellion. Adams knew that by allying himself with gentlemanly Virginians, he could soften and broaden his push for independence. Hence his nomination of Washington to lead the Continental Army, and hence his partnership with Richard Lee, who acted as a kind of front man for some of Adams’s bolder measures. Before Jefferson became a friend, he was another useful Virginian.

Jefferson proved his usefulness soon after his arrival, when he was placed on a committee with John Dickinson to draft a declaration—not the declaration, which was still a year away, but rather a list of complaints for King George III. The document was called the Declaration on the Causes and Necessity of Taking up Arms, and it concluded with the statement that the Americans were “resolved to die Freemen rather than live Slaves.” Dickinson urged Jefferson to tone down the language, but even after revisions the document was strong enough to please Adams. “It has Some Mercury in it,” he wrote.



v. passed the Rubicon

For all their conspicuous differences, Adams and Jefferson shared some important similarities that bound them in these early days. Both were highly educated, a rarity at a time when fewer than a dozen colleges (with just a few dozen students in each) served a population of 2.5 million. Adams had graduated from Harvard, Jefferson from William and Mary. Both had gone on to study and practice law. Even among educated men, both were exceptionally well-read. Jefferson devoured books with a “canine appetite,” as he later put it. The same was true of Adams. Both were steeped in the science and political philosophy of the Enlightenment, and in the classical literature of the Greeks and Romans. While the likes of Bacon and Montesquieu and Locke taught them how to think with open yet skeptical minds—and to comprehend natural law and human rights—Cicero and Cato and Seneca showed them how to act with civic virtue. Where these influences ultimately took them would be different places, but they gave Adams and Jefferson an intellectual common ground.

The road to revolution had begun for both in 1765 with the Stamp Act, Britain’s first serious attempt to impose taxes on Americans to defray the costs of the French and Indian War. It was not so much the tax itself that inflamed Americans as the high-handed way the British imposed it, with no consideration of Americans’ opinions. Boston quickly became the center of the resistance to British taxes, and John Adams was soon drawn by his cousin Samuel Adams into a coterie of rebels, becoming a kind of in-house legal counsel for the Sons of Liberty. Though far from a revolutionary by nature, John was a stickler for law. As he saw it, the British were contravening their own laws in their treatment of Americans. Standing up to British tyranny was not breaking the law, but upholding it.

When seven British soldiers opened fire on an unruly mob of Bostonians on a snowy evening in March of 1770, killing five men, Samuel Adams saw a propaganda opportunity to portray the British as savage occupiers perpetrating a “horrid massacre.” For John Adams, the Boston Massacre was an opportunity to demonstrate Americans’ respect for the rule of law, including the fundamental right of the accused to a fair trial and adequate defense. He took on the thankless task of defending the senior officer of the British soldiers. For his troubles, he was jeered by mobs, had stones thrown at his windows, and lost numerous friends, all of which, to Adams, proved the virtue of his actions. Adams considered his representation of the British soldiers “one of the best Pieces of Service I ever rendered my Country.”

The long-simmering feud with Britain came to a boil at the end of 1773, when a group of Bostonians dressed up as Indians and dumped a large freight of British tea into the harbor. The British escalated by imposing the Coercive Acts—or Intolerable Acts, as Americans called them—further establishing that the king and Parliament were as tyrannical as Samuel Adams said they were. If John Adams had any doubts about the cause of American liberty, they were gone now.

Later, he’d recall a poignant conversation he had in July of 1774 near Casco Bay, in what is now Portland, Maine (still part of Massachusetts at the time), where he’d traveled for his law practice. Adams took a walk early one morning up Munjoy Hill, high over the bay, with his old friend Jonathan Sewall, now attorney general for the British Crown. As the two men looked out over the sea, Sewall made a last-minute pitch to Adams to come and join Great Britain’s side while there was still time, warning that “her power was irresistible and would certainly be destructive to me,” Adams later recalled. Adams thanked Sewall for the advice, but told him he was wasting his time. “I had passed the Rubicon,” he told his old friend; “swim or sink, live or die, survive or perish with my country, was my unalterable determination.”



The year 1774 brought Jefferson across the Rubicon, too. That summer, at Monticello, surrounded by his books in his hilltop library, he’d composed the pamphlet that made him famous not just in Virginia but in Philadelphia. Jefferson’s A Summary View of the Rights of British America was one of the strongest and best articulated cases yet against the British, and the fact that it was written by a Virginian, not a Bostonian, gave it more impact. A Summary View boldly asserted the right of Americans to self-rule and freedom from Britain’s “systematical plan of reducing us to slavery.” Along with metaphorical slavery of white Americans, the British were guilty of imposing the “infamous practice” of actual slavery on the colonies. It was the fault of the British that tens of thousands of Black people now labored in bondage on American soil. “The abolition of domestic slavery is the great object of desire in those colonies.” Thus, for the first time, Jefferson combined the argument for American liberty with an argument against African slavery.

But this is a story filled with irony, and here at the outset is one of the defining ironies of Jefferson’s life. As 1774 marked his debut as a champion for the cause of human liberty, it was also the year Jefferson came into possession of an inheritance from his wife’s recently deceased father. The inheritance gave the Jeffersons almost 11,000 acres of Virginia land and 135 slaves, adding to the 52 slaves they already owned, thus doubling “the ease of our circumstances” and making Jefferson one of the largest property owners in Virginia. It also subjected him to the financial debts that he inherited from his father-in-law with the land and slaves.

Debt and slavery were the twin evils that would haunt Jefferson for the rest of his life and undermine the idea most associated with his name: liberty.



vi. an Awe upon my Mind

Jefferson and Adams were both home on leave from Congress in January of 1776 when a forty-seven-page pamphlet titled Common Sense appeared in Philadelphia. A fiery indictment of King George penned by a recent transplant from England named Thomas Paine, the pamphlet struck a nerve. Common Sense quickly became the fastest-selling literary work in the colonies.

Back in Philadelphia, John Adams acquired two copies, one for himself and another to send to Abigail. He was initially flattered that people assumed he wrote it, and a little envious that he had not. But Adams soon came to despise both the pamphlet and its author, and he would spend the remainder of his days coining new insults for both. Common Sense was all “whims” and “sophisms,” he’d write, “a poor ignorant, malicious, short-sighted, Crapulous mass.” Paine himself was a “wild man,” “a Disastrous Meteor,” “a disgrace to the moral Character and Understanding of the Age,” not to mention “a mongrel between Pigg and Puppy, begotten by a wild Boar on a Bitch Wolf.”

Adams’s serious point was that Paine was good at “pulling down,” but hopelessly naive when it came to “building.” Especially galling was Paine’s insistence that British rule be replaced by a simple democratic government in a single unicameral legislative body. To Adams, this demonstrated a profound misunderstanding of how both humans and governments functioned. “I flatter myself I should have made a more respectable Figure as an Architect,” he wrote to Abigail. He then set out to prove it.

Between regular sessions of Congress and committee obligations that winter, Adams composed a treatise on republican government. He had few models to draw on, since few republican states had ever existed and none for long. It was a daunting challenge, but also an extraordinary chance to reconceive how humans might rule themselves. “When! Before the present epocha, had three millions of people full power and a fair opportunity to form and establish the wisest and happiest government that human wisdom can contrive?”

Adams began with a few core assertions. First, the purpose of government was utilitarian: to promote the comfort, security, and, in a word, happiness of the greatest number of its citizens. The best government would be republican in nature—a government, that is, representing the people as a whole rather than a small segment of them, as in a monarchy or aristocracy—and it would be organized by the consent of its citizens, rather than imposed upon them. By definition, a republic would be “an Empire of Laws, and not of men.”

Alas, under any government, some people would seek to attain more for themselves, usually at the expense of others. The success of a republican government was doubtful “not for the want of power or of wisdom but of virtue.” Abigail had stated the problem in a recent letter: “I am more and more convinced that Man is a dangerous creature,” she wrote. “The great fish swallow up the small.”

The best government, John believed, would acknowledge self-interest as a human fact, then harness it and redirect it toward virtue. It would do this by dividing power among competing branches, to prevent any one group from taking too much and dominating the others. “A Legislative, an Executive and a judicial Power, comprehend the whole of what is meant and understood by Government,” Adams wrote in a summary of his argument. “It is by ballancing each of these Powers against the other two, that the Effort in humane Nature towards Tyranny, can alone be checked and restrained and any degree of Freedom preserved in the Constitution.”

Adams published Thoughts on Government in the Pennsylvania Packet on April 22, 1776. For several years after, it would be—along with Common Sense—one of the most influential political tracts in America, consulted by state legislators trying to build their new governments from scratch. Had he stopped there and never written another word, Adams might have gone down in American history as a great political theorist. Unfortunately, he had a lot more to say.



The war took a seemingly auspicious turn for the Americans in 1776. In the late winter, nearly sixty pieces of heavy artillery arrived in Boston to aid the American defenses. These were the same guns that Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold had captured at Fort Ticonderoga in the spring of 1775. The guns had been hauled from Lake Champlain to Boston in an epic three-hundred-mile expedition led by the young bookseller—and future secretary of war—Henry Knox. After some of the cannons were placed atop Dorchester Heights, the British, under the command of General William Howe, decided their position was untenable. In mid-March of 1776, as George Washington and his Continental Army watched in amazement, the redcoats dissolved on a fleet of ships into Massachusetts Bay.

Washington had no idea where the ships were immediately headed, but he had a strong hunch where they were going to eventually end up: New York. That spring, the Continental Army began a long march south to take up residence in New York and prepare for an invasion.

Thomas Jefferson returned to Philadelphia in mid-May. He did so reluctantly. His mother had died in March, and though Jefferson had never expressed much affection for her while she was alive, her death seemed to bring on one of the debilitating headaches that afflicted him in times of stress. Exacerbating his stress, his wife, Martha, was suffering through a difficult pregnancy. But his mother and wife weren’t the only reasons Jefferson would have preferred to stay home. As far as he was concerned, the real action of the revolution in 1776 was happening not in Philadelphia, the center of a nonexistent nation, but in Williamsburg, capital of his “country,” as he called Virginia.

At first, there was no reason to think Jefferson would play a larger role in the Continental Congress in 1776 than he’d played in 1775. If anything, he seemed less inclined to engage in congressional matters. He spent his first weeks in Philadelphia working on a draft of the Virginia Constitution, suggesting where his interests lay. But events moved swiftly that spring, and Jefferson, ushered by John Adams, soon stepped out of the wings and into the footlights.

The drama began a few days before Jefferson’s return, on the morning of May 10, 1776, when Adams’s friend Richard Henry Lee stood to make a motion before Congress. In language probably coauthored by Adams, Lee moved that the colonies form independent governments “as shall, in the opinion of the representatives of the people, best conduce to the happiness and safety of their constituents in particular, and America in general.”

If anyone missed the point, Adams wrote a strongly worded preamble to the resolution calling for “all the powers of government” to be stripped from the British Crown and given to the people of the colonies. When this preamble passed on May 15, James Duane of New York nervously muttered to Adams that it was “a machine for the fabrication of independence.” Adams corrected Duane with a grin: it was, in fact, “independence itself.”

“When I consider the great Events which are passed,” John wrote to Abigail on May 17, “and those greater which are rapidly advancing, and that I may have been instrumental of touching some Springs, and turning some small Wheels, which have had and will have such Effects, I feel an Awe upon my Mind, which is not easily described.”

The next weeks passed in a flurry of congressional business, most of it directed to supplying and provisioning Washington’s army. On the afternoon of May 23, 1776, General Washington himself visited Philadelphia to confer with Congress about the anticipated British invasion of New York. That same day, Thomas Jefferson moved into new lodgings inside the house of a bricklayer named Jacob Graff. Located on the southwest corner of Seventh and Market Streets, just a block north and west of the statehouse, Graff’s newly built three-story house was at the western “skirts of town,” as Jefferson put it, where the breezes were livelier and the air fresher. Jefferson took two rooms on the second floor, one for sleeping, the other for writing.

On Friday, June 7, John Adams and Richard Henry Lee collaborated again. This time, Lee, gesticulating with the black silk glove that covered his crippled hand, made a three-pronged motion. Adams stood to second it. This was the motion that sounded the creation of the United States:


Resolved, That these United Colonies are, and of 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.

That it is expedient forthwith to take the most effectual measures for forming foreign Alliances.

That a plan of confederation be prepared and transmitted to the respective Colonies for their consideration and approbation.



Adams wrote to his friend William Cushing that Sunday. “Objects of the most Stupendous Magnitude… are now before Us. We are in the very midst of a Revolution, the most compleat, unexpected, and remarkable of any in the History of Nations.”

Unbeknownst to Adams, that same day a British fleet of 130 ships set sail from Nova Scotia, where it had been anchored and resupplying since its abrupt departure from Boston the previous spring. The ships cleared Halifax Harbor, and turned south for New York.

The next morning, Monday, June 10, Congress met again to consider Lee’s motion. By this time, most of the laggards had come around to accepting the inevitability of independence. Nonetheless, a number of arguments to delay were presented. Thomas Jefferson jotted a few of these down: “That the people of the middle colonies… were not yet ripe for bidding adieu to British connection but that they were fast ripening & in a short time would join in the general voice of America.” Several of the colonies, noted Jefferson, “had expressly forbidden their delegates to consent to such a declaration, and others had given no instructions, & consequently no powers to give such consent.”

The delegates decided to hold off for a few weeks on Lee’s motion. This would give them time to consult with their home legislatures for instructions. In the meantime, they agreed it would be prudent to appoint a committee to prepare a written statement, in the event that Lee’s motion passed. The statement would be a kind of announcement to fellow Americans, and to the world at large, of Congress’s decision to sever ties with Britain: a declaration, that is, of independence. Congress appointed the committee the following day, Tuesday, June 11. It was to be composed of five members, each from a different colony representing a different region. The members chosen were Benjamin Franklin of Pennsylvania, Roger Sherman of Connecticut, Robert Livingston of New York, John Adams of Massachusetts, and Thomas Jefferson of Virginia.

The committee probably convened that same Tuesday, minus Franklin, who was suffering a bad case of gout and boils. No one bothered to record the details of where the four members met or who said what, in part because no one grasped how significant the document they were drafting was going to become. There are just two sources to inform us how the committee decided that Thomas Jefferson would be the document’s author. One of these sources is John Adams. The other is Thomas Jefferson.

In Adams’s telling, Jefferson began the discussion by urging Adams to take the first crack. “I will not,” Adams responded (according to Adams). “You shall do it.”

“Oh No! Why will you not? You ought to do it.”

“I will not.”

“Why?”

“Reasons enough.”

“What can be your reasons?”

“Reason 1st. You are a Virginian, and Virginia ought to appear at the head of this business. Reason 2d. I am obnoxious, suspected and unpopular; You are very much otherwise. Reason 3d: You can write ten times better than I can.”

“Well,” said Jefferson, “if you are decided I will do as well as I can.”

There are a few problems with Adams’s version. One is that he recorded it at the age of eighty-six, or forty-six years after the meeting, so his memory might have been faulty. The other is that it’s self-serving, in that it makes Jefferson’s authorship a matter of Adams’s largesse.

Jefferson remembered it differently. Because he was also drawing on memories long after the fact—forty-seven years in his case—his version isn’t exactly the gold standard of historical accuracy, either. But it’s nearly as detailed as Adams’s and, according to Jefferson, backed up by notes he took at the time. As Jefferson recalled (in an 1823 letter to James Madison), the committee “unanimously pressed on myself alone to undertake the draught…. I consented; I drew it.” A consensus of the committee then; no anointing by Adams.

Beyond the game of historical one-upmanship played by Adams and Jefferson later in life—more on that later—it’s not really important how Jefferson came to be named as the author. In both versions, Adams heartily approved the choice. Indeed, he never seemed to consider anyone else. Franklin was a very fine writer, but was indisposed by his health and would have refused the assignment anyway. Adams, as the principal advocate of independence, might have claimed the privilege for himself, but as he’d told Jefferson, it was important that the author be a likable Virginian rather than an obnoxious New Englander. He was also extremely busy, having recently been named to run the War Board in Congress.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, he was honest enough with himself to know he was not the man for the job. His diary entries and letters fairly crackle with wit and passion. But in official utterances, Adams turned starchy. Here is how his historically significant but utterly forgettable May 15 preamble began:


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—



And so on—all good and true, perhaps, but words more likely to promote men’s sleep than stir their souls. This new declaration required an author who could not just write “with a peculiar felicity of expression,” as Adams said of Jefferson, but who could excite the imaginations of Americans and give them a cause worth suffering and dying for.



vii. ravishing Light

The days between June 11 and July 4 of 1776 constitute, as Joseph Ellis has put it, “one of those few quasi-religious episodes in American history.” Thomas Jefferson’s rooms on Seventh and Market would later become a kind of American shrine. The small mahogany lap desk on which he wrote the Declaration would end up in the Smithsonian Institution. The paper on which he inked his rough draft would be preserved in a highly secured, climate-controlled vault inside the Library of Congress, and the words themselves would come to be considered, as Pauline Maier writes, “American Scripture.” Jefferson had no inkling of any of this when he sat down in his spindle-backed Windsor chair and got to work.

The reality of the drafting was fairly prosaic. This was not some drawn-out lucubration featuring Jefferson monastically communing with the great thinkers of ancient Rome and the Enlightenment. Jefferson continued to attend Congress, so work on the Declaration was done off-hours. It was also apparently done quickly—just “a day or two,” recalled Adams. Scholars think it was probably more like three or four days before Jefferson produced a first draft, but in any case it was fast. We can be sure that a fair copy was completed within nine days, by June 21, because that is when Jefferson sent it to Benjamin Franklin for his review.

Diligent scholarship has gone into tracing Jefferson’s influences in the Declaration, this idea to Locke, this to Montesquieu, this to Aristotle. The truth is that Jefferson did not have any books around him when he wrote. Insofar as he drew from sources, he did so in a general way. “There is not an idea in it, but what had been hackney’d in Congress for two years before,” Adams would later write. Jefferson entirely agreed. “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 later explained. “All it’s authority rests then on the harmonising sentiments of the day.”

If Jefferson had any other text before him as he got to work, it was probably a copy of the weekly Pennsylvania Gazette. The very same morning he started writing—Wednesday, June 12—that newspaper carried a draft of Virginia’s Declaration of Rights, written by George Mason. “That all men are by nature equally free and independent, and have certain inherent rights,” Mason’s draft began, “among which are the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means requiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.”

The argument of Jefferson’s Declaration, like the argument in Mason’s, was essentially a syllogism. The primary premise was that people have a right to break from a government when that government behaves immorally and illegally. The secondary premise, established in a long list of grievances, was that the British government had indeed behaved immorally and unlawfully. And the conclusion was that the American colonies therefor had both the right and need to free themselves from Britain.

Again, the argument was not original to Jefferson. But what he created on his lap desk that June was nonetheless extraordinary. Not only did he put the argument more stirringly than it had been put before, he placed it in a new context. This was not, as previous proclamations had been, simply a litany of American complaints against taxes and other abuses by the British. It was an assertion, invoking “the powers of the earth,” about what it meant to be a human. Every human, it claimed, was born with certain rights for which he or she did not owe a monarch or an aristocrat or even, in Jefferson’s view, a religious authority or deity. These rights were innate, absolute, and irrevocable, and everyone shared in them equally. The Declaration told Americans that they were not just free from Britain, but free in a larger sense as humans—free to live under their own dominion, under their own government, to pursue their own happiness.

It may be difficult for Americans in 2026 to grasp how strange the concept of human freedom was to Americans in 1776. Through most of European history, well into the eighteenth century, humans had been manifestly unfree. Every man, woman, and child had a master, right up to the king, whose master was God. Slaves, who had existed in western society for thousands of years, were clearly not free. Nor were the indentured servants, who gave away their freedom under contractual bondage. Children were not free of their parents, and wives were essentially owned by their husbands. The notion that individual humans had innate value was at least as old as Christianity, but no one had seriously proposed that humans were free to pursue their happiness as they wished.

To this extraordinary theme Jefferson brought his talent as a writer. Drawing on his love and gift for music, he delivered not only the “harmonizing sentiments of the day,” but added melody and rhythm, to create something persuasive, lyrical, and moving. Others had said the same thing, but no one had said it quite the way Jefferson did.


When in the Course of human events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the Laws of Nature and of Nature’s God entitle them, a decent respect to the opinions of mankind requires that they should declare the causes which impel them to the separation.



And then came what Joseph Ellis has called “the most important fifty-five words in American history… and perhaps the most inspiring words in all modern history”:


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.





John Adams and Benjamin Franklin reviewed Jefferson’s rough draft before it went to the full committee. It was Franklin who substituted the term “self-evident” where Jefferson had written “sacred and undeniable.” Adams made a fair copy of Jefferson’s draft in his own hand, perhaps to send to Abigail, as some scholars have suggested. He never claimed that he made changes of his own to the text, but his influence ran through it. Most important, it would not have existed without his efforts.

On the whole, he liked what he read. “I was delighted with its high tone, and the flights of Oratory with which it abounded,” Adams later wrote. That said, he considered it more of a “Theatrical Show” than a document of profound significance, and he assumed that others saw it similarly. Only later would he recognize his error.

Adams’s focus after Jefferson handed in his new draft was getting it approved by Congress as soon as possible. The urgency to do this increased as the threat of a British invasion became more palpable. The sooner the states declared their independence, the sooner they could organize their own governments, and the sooner they could make diplomatic approaches to other nations—namely France—for assistance. In short, to become Americans, they first had to cease being British.



Historical narratives often compress and shuffle chronology to enliven drama, crosscutting between events that may have happened days or weeks apart. There is no way to improve on the sequence of events in the last days of June and first days of July in 1776.

On the same morning that the committee of five handed Jefferson’s Declaration to Congress—Friday, June 28—General Howe’s British fleet sailed into the Lower Bay of New York. The following day, American officers standing on the roof of Washington’s headquarters peered through telescopes to read military semaphores moving on the horizon. The message communicated by the American flagmen was simple but clear: the British were here.

That was in New York on Saturday, June 29. On Sunday, June 30, in Philadelphia, Congress recessed, but on Monday, July 1, the delegates met to decide the question they had put off three weeks earlier: the question John Adams had been trying to get them to address for more than a year. With curious timing, Thomas Jefferson started a new weather diary that same morning. He would keep this diary on and off for the next five decades, almost until the day he died. It is from Jefferson that we know the temperature at nine o’clock that Monday morning: 81½ degrees Fahrenheit.

Inside the assembly room Dickinson spoke first. “He had prepared himself apparently with great Labour and ardent Zeal,” Adams would recall, and delivered “a Speech of great Length, and all his Eloquence.” For two hours, Dickinson ran one last time through the

















	I. Probably essential tremor, an inherited condition that evidently ran in the Adams family. Samuel Adams, John’s second cousin, also had it.

	II. Each colony had one vote, which was determined by agreement among the colony’s delegates.
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