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Preface

When I began writing on the American Revolution many years ago I planned a series of personality sketches and interpretative essays to be published separately, as time permitted, and then, eventually, brought together as a unit. The pieces, according to the plan, would be carefully matched in subject matter, and so closely related to one another that certain episodes and ideas, even certain phrases, that appeared in one would reappear in others, but in different contexts, with the result that what would have seemed at first to be a casual collection of biographical and thematic sketches would in the end form in the reader’s mind an integrated and rounded picture. At certain angles of perception the various faces—facets—of the Revolution would reflect each other and deepen the perspective of the composition as a whole.

It was an ambitious plan, but many other projects intervened, and the occasions for writing the pieces required formats difficult to fit into the general pattern. Only two of the planned pieces (the first two in this volume, which originally had matching titles) were written precisely according to the original scheme. Yet the intent must have lodged itself in some vital lobe or other, for over the years I have come back again and again to the purpose that lay behind that scheme and have written—no longer according to an intricate plan but to satisfy immediate commitments—pieces which in cruder ways come within at least the general boundaries of the book I had in mind. Personalities and ideas, even phrases, reappear in different contexts; themes are touched on, anticipated, in one essay and developed more fully in another; key issues are approached in one way in one essay, in another way in the next.

I wish these pieces, brought together in this volume, were closer to the original plan; I wish they could do all the things I originally hoped they would do. As it is, I shall be satisfied if they give some pleasure and information to readers interested in our origins as a nation, and if they convey clearly certain basic ideas.

I believe, in the first place, that there was nothing inevitable about the American Revolution. It did not need to happen, and as late as 1772 or 1773 the best-informed people of the time (Franklin, for example) thought it could be deflected. As I put it at one point (Chapter 9 in the present volume):


Deep flows of potentially revolutionary beliefs and apprehensions had moved through the delicate structure of mid-eighteenth-century American politics, but in the constitutional crisis of the 1770s there had been no necessity for these passionate concerns to break through the channels of civility.… What was inevitable—what no one could have restrained—was America’s emergence into the modern world as a liberal, more or less democratic, and capitalist society. That would have happened in any case. But that this emergence took place as it did—that it was impelled forward by a peculiar ideological explosion generated within a society less traditional than any then known in the Western world—this crucial fact has colored the whole of our subsequent history, and not only our own, but the world’s.



The implications, I think, are important. While there were deep forces at work which in time would have led inescapably to a greater and greater attenuation of Anglo-American political relations until the connection became mere friendly cooperation, the fact that the break was violent and revolutionary meant that in important ways it was the product of human decision and of the impact of personalities and ideas upon the events of the time. During the years of disruption it therefore mattered who was in charge, who led the struggle, and who led the opposition to it; it mattered what kinds of people they were, what patterns of personal responses they brought to the public life of their time. Above all, it mattered what they believed, what motivated them, how they perceived the world and the events in which they participated. No one can understand why there was a revolution, what kind of a revolution it was, and what consequences it had, without some sense of the personalities involved and some sense, too, of the complex relationship among personalities, ideas, and events. In seven of the chapters I have attempted to explore this problem with respect to four major figures (Thomas Jefferson, John Adams, Thomas Hutchinson, and Thomas Paine) and three minor personalities (Jonathan Mayhew, Andrew Eliot, and Stephen Johnson, whose careers illustrate particularly well the role of religion in the Revolutionary movement).

A second implication of the idea that the Revolution was not inevitable goes more directly to the currently controversial issues of interpretation. In its origins, the Revolution, I believe, was no product of social or economic forces developing inexorably toward an explosion; it was not a product of social conflict. Shaping circumstances, of course there were, as well as important social struggles that accompanied the revolt and that played into it in complicated ways. And the Revolution had profound social consequences. But social conflict did not determine the outbreak of the Revolution, which in its essence was


a response to acts of imperial power deemed arbitrary, degrading, and uncontrollable—a response that was inflamed to the point of explosion by ideological currents generating fears everywhere in America that irresponsible and self-seeking adventurers—what the twentieth century would call political gangsters—had gained the power of the British government and were turning first to the colonies. [Chapter 9]



Some great events have indeed arisen from social discontent: explosions of the long-smoldering anger of the dispossessed. But the American Revolution was not one of them, however much it expressed the failure of public institutions to adjust to social and economic change, however much it evoked the aspirations of ordinary people, drew into public roles new men unaccustomed to power, freed certain American businessmen from the constraints of overseas control, and produced a wave of social and political reform. These were consequences, not causes. What accounts for the outbreak of the Revolution, which proved in the end to be a radically transforming event, was the interaction of events with a set of beliefs and ideals that were deeply and widely disseminated through the population and were comprehended with various degrees of detail and precision and with various emphases at different levels of society, beliefs bearing mainly on the uses of power and the meaning of political liberty.

Not a very startling proposition; but it has occasionally been denounced with, to me, astonishing asperity as some kind of homebrewed Hegelianism, a species of “neo-Whig” idealism, presumably (oddly enough) conservative, which attributes the moving forces of history to abstract ideas. Such a notion never occurred to me. I am well aware of the social conditioning of human behavior and the circumstantial molding of belief and intellection; one essay (Chapter 8) is devoted precisely to exploring the social and economic conditions that shaped the reception of radical ideas in America and the transforming force those ideas acquired because of the peculiar circumstances that existed here, I do not believe that ideas move history; people do, and people are products of their time and place. What I have asserted, and assert here once again, is that what people do bears some relation to what they think and feel and believe. The world is never perceived raw, pure, and immaculate; it is filtered through human minds, and it behooves someone who seeks to understand the public upheavals of the past to determine what lay in people’s minds, the maps of the political and social world they carried in their heads, the common fears and frustrations they sought to relieve, the aspirations they shared—and then examine how that subjective, inner world was related to the external world of social and economic circumstances and political events.

And there is a further idea, touched on in several of the essays but drawn out at length only in the final piece (published here for the first time). The powerful set of ideas, ideals, and political sensibilities that shaped the origin and development of the Revolution did not drop dead with the Constitution. That document, in my view, does not mark a Thermidorean reaction to the idealism of the early period engineered by either a capitalist junta or the proponents of rule by a leisured patriciate, nor did the tenth Federalist paper mark the death knell of earlier political beliefs or introduce at a crack a new political science. Madison was the most penetrating and original political thinker of his generation, but the ideas of the tenth Federalist were commonly discussed at the time, by writers far less original than he, and discussed without any sense that the ideals of the Revolution were being rejected. Modifications in the basic doctrines had to be made to accommodate the urgencies of the time; fundamental beliefs had to be tested, refined, modernized, and ingeniously reapplied—but they were not repudiated. The Constitution created, of course, a potentially powerful central government, with powers that served certain economic groups particularly well, and this new government could be seen—as the antifederalists saw it—as just the kind of arbitrary, absolute, and concentrated power that the Revolution had set out to destroy. But in fact, as almost all the antifederalists sooner or later came to see, it was not. For the earlier principles remained, though in new, more complicated forms, embodied in new institutions devised to perpetuate the received tradition into the modern world. The essential spirit of eighteenth-century reform—its idealism, its determination to protect the individual from the power of the state—lived on, and lives on still.

My aim, in these few pieces, is to convey something of the vividness of the personalities involved in the Revolution; to comment on some of the ways in which personalities and ideas intersected with circumstances and events; to sketch briefly my understanding of the background, origins, character, and legacy of the Revolutionary movement; and to probe, I hope not too solemnly or argumentatively, some of the issues that agitate historians two centuries after the event.

The essays in Part I are reprinted as they originally appeared except for some clarification and elaboration here and there, and some updating of publishing information. The last three essays have been extensively revised to take into account my own second thoughts, recent publications, and criticism, direct and indirect. I have retained some of the original introductions to the essays in Part I, but have set them off in italics so that readers who wish to go directly to the substance of the biographical sketches may do so without difficulty. Except for the last essay, the annotation has been omitted since it is available in the initial publications (listed on this page).

B.B.





NOTE: In quotations from eighteenth-century writings, capitalization and punctuation have been modernized where modem usage would assist in conveying the writer’s thought, and ampersands have been spelled out; but the original emphases and orthography have otherwise been retained.
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1

John Adams
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“It Is My Destiny to Dig Treasures
with My Own Fingers”
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In 1954 the Adams Trust, the legal custodian of the hitherto inaccessible archives of the Presidential family, announced the opening of its fantastically rich repository to qualified scholars and a large-scale program of microfilming and publishing the documents. Life magazine, which through Time Inc. underwrote the editorial costs of the initial publications, began an elaborate coverage of the event, printing first a picture story of the meeting of dignitaries at which the program was launched, and subsequently treating its five million readers to large photographic displays of Adamses through the ages, together with generous selections from the first four-volume set of the Papers scheduled for publication, the Diary and Autobiography of John Adams. Twelve-page prospectuses of these first volumes, published, as all the rest will be, by the Harvard University Press, were widely distributed. The publication day—September 22, 1961—was celebrated not only by reviews, notices, and advertisements of the books in every newspaper in the country that pretended to interest in cultural affairs, but also at the Massachusetts Historical Society by the greatest reception in the 170-year history of that organization, at the American Academy of Arts and Sciences by a splendid testimonial dinner, and at a commemorative luncheon in Washington by the presence of and an address by the President of the United States. Congratulations, President Kennedy said in toasting the editors: “four volumes out and only eighty or a hundred more to go.” He was optimistic. The present editors estimate that there will be at least 150 volumes in three series, of which, by 1990, 32 have appeared.

The sheer scope of this project is extraordinary. No family in American history has produced such a succession of important public figures: two Presidents, a diplomat and ambassador to England, a Secretary of the Navy, two authors of worldwide reputation and influence, and two leading industrialists—to name only the most prominent. And they wrote more, surely, and left more writing behind, than any other family in history: diaries that fill ten, twenty, thirty volumes; trunkfuls of letters—a family correspondence that runs unbroken for more than a century; whole depositories of state papers; reams of poetry (President John Quincy Adams wrote, and left behind intact, more than twenty volumes of poetry, besides a diary that covers, in detail, seventy years of his life and that will occupy an estimated thirty-five volumes in the present edition; his son Charles Francis’s diary will fill a mere twenty-four)—writings in all forms, contributed by every generation of the family for over two centuries. The publication project will only include the papers of three generations of the family (the generations of John, John Quincy, and Charles Francis, covering the years 1755–1889), but the 35 mm microfilms of this portion of the archive alone, if unrolled from their 608 reels, would extend for over five miles.

What comes of it all? What good is it? No one, not even the most dedicated scholar, will ever attempt to read all these volumes through. The original manuscripts are available on microfilm; historians who wish to consult them may do so. Why edit them? Why publish them? Who benefits?

A close reading of the first four volumes of The Adams Papers and an examination of the contribution to the Papers themselves made by the editor, the late Lyman Butterfield, and his assistants, Leonard Faber and Wendell Garrett, suggest at least a partial answer.

We knew, or thought we knew, a great deal about John Adams before the present edition of his diary and autobiography appeared. For so much of his long life was spent in public service that a great deal of it can be reconstructed from public documents. In addition, his grandson Charles Francis Adams, the Civil War diplomat, published between 1850 and 1856 a ten-volume edition of the President’s Works based not only on the state papers but on the documents in the then closely guarded family archive as well. Charles Francis was in many ways an excellent editor, but he was, nevertheless, a man of his age, and he shared some of its prim tastes. Moreover, unlike his grandfather, he had been born into a family of the highest cultivation and refinement. He naturally, instinctively, altered in his editing certain words and passages of the diary and autobiography. “He omitted all sheer indecencies,” the present editors explain, and “passages containing suggestive words or actions”; bowdlerized some of John Adams’s shocked descriptions of Parisian society; suppressed some of his “frequent references to the coarser side of farm and barnyard life”; “balked at too revealing glimpses of the diarist and his family”; “laid a very heavy hand on John Adams’ moonings and mopings, his ‘gallanting’ and ‘hustling’ with the girls of the neighborhood”; and purged “unsavory descriptions of, and harsh observations on, the diarist’s acquaintances.”

All of this, of course, the new edition faithfully restores, and in reproducing fully and exactly what Adams wrote and in supplying the reader with the information necessary for understanding the circumstances in which the documents were written, the editors have made possible a deeper penetration into the personality of this complicated man and a firmer grasp on the meaning of certain of the ideals and ideas of the American Revolution than we have yet had. For it is now possible to see more clearly than ever before the fundamental pattern of Adams’s character and motivation, to observe both the basic continuity and the critical transitions in his development, and, above all, to perceive, to some degree at least, the intensely personal roots of the ideas and beliefs which this leading Revolutionary statesman introduced into one of the most creative debates in modern history.

I

HE WAS, FROM HIS EARLIEST recorded years, a driven and uneasy man. Born forty years before the Revolution into a family of very modest means (his father was a farmer and shoemaker), he was impelled by a frantic desire for affluence and fame. But he had little besides a decent education to start with: “no books,” he wrote despondently, “no time, no friends”; “it is my destiny to dig treasures with my own fingers. No body will lend me or sell me a pick axe.” Launched, after a stretch of schoolteaching, upon a career in law, he turned to his only resources, those within him, and these, in years of desperate work, he cultivated with grim and almost morbid concentration. He drove himself relentlessly. He assigned himself books to master, shelves of books, difficult, technical books, on metaphysics, on chemistry, on history, on religion, and above all on law—not merely common law and canon law but also civil law “in its native languages, those of Greece and Rome,” which “few of my contemporary beginners in the study of the law have the resolution to aim at.… I shall gain the consideration and perhaps favour of Mr. Gridley and Mr. Pratt [Boston’s leading lawyers] by this means.” Repeatedly he set himself tasks to accomplish and schedules to meet. There are resolutions everywhere in the early years of the diary.


I am resolved [he wrote at the commencement of a new year] to rise with the sun and to study the scriptures on Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday mornings, and to study some Latin author the other 3 mornings. Noons and nights I intend to read English authors. This is my fixt determination, and I will set down every neglect and every compliance with this resolution. May I blush whenever I suffer one hour to pass unimproved. I will rouse up my mind, and fix my attention. I will stand collected within my self and think upon what I read and what I see.



He will seize upon every opportunity life offers him, and create some that it does not. He pledges himself to “attempt some uncommon, unexpected enterprize in law.… I swear I will push myself into business. I will watch my opportunity to speak in court, and will strike with surprize—surprize bench, bar, jury, auditors, and all. Activity, boldness, forwardness, will draw attention.… I’ll have some boon in return, exchange: fame, fortune, or something.” Reputation, he tells himself, “ought to be the perpetual subject of my thoughts,” and he considers ways and means to “spread an opinion of myself as a lawyer of distinguished genius, learning, and virtue.” Perhaps he should mingle with ordinary people “and converse familiarly … on the common tittletattle of the town and the ordinary concerns of a family, and so take every fair opportunity of showing my knowledge in the law.” Or perhaps he should “endeavour to renew my acquaintance with those young gentlemen in Boston who were at colledge with me.” In any event, he must “look out for a cause to speak to, and exert all the soul and all the body I own to cut a flash, strike amazement, to catch the vulgar.” It was this that he longed for above all: to do something, to produce something “that will surprize the world.” A single thought would serve, he calculated, to raise him “at once to fame” if it were sufficiently “new, grand, wild, yet regular.”

Such fist-clenched entries, repeated with endless variations through the first ten years of the diary, record the passion of the young Adams’s assault upon an adverse and seemingly impenetrable world. But they merely set the stage for the most intense struggles of his youth and early manhood, which were directed not outward to a hostile environment, but inward, into the ambiguities and tensions of his own nature. For he was anything but a single-minded careerist. Powerful elements within him beat against his determination to make a name for himself, impeded the easy satisfaction of his ambition, set limits to the possibilities of his success.

He was, in the first place, a man of fierce integrity and strict Christian morality–a Puritan, at least to the extent of having unconsciously and unquestioningly accepted as his own the exacting behavioral standards of the Bible Commonwealth. If he sought fame, reputation, and success, he despised them, too, and excoriated himself in one breath for the very efforts he urged upon himself in another. The happiness he really sought, he wrote at a time when his quest for recognition and security was almost obsessive, would come not from “fortune, fame, beauty, praise and all such things,” but from “an habitual contempt” of them. In the end “we shall find that we have applied our whole vigour, all our faculties, in the pursuit of honour, or wealth, or learning or some other such delusive trifle, instead of the real and everlasting excellences of piety and virtue.” Only “habits of contemplating the deity and his transcendent excellences … and habits of love and compassion to our fellow men … will afford us a real and substantial pleasure.” He was young, in his early twenties, when he wrote these words, but he meant them, and continued to mean them, and he loathed himself for violating their spirit. They rose from as deep a source, as keen and permanent a need, as did his worldly ambitions.

Though he suffered from this conflict all his life, his eventual success in the world, with its consequent easing of the need to push and strike and plan and promote, blunted its edge. A feeling of gracelessness and social clumsiness, an admitted naïveté of manner, hurt him more; and this he never overcame. As a young man he was driven into fits of despair over his shyness, his social stiffness and maladroit conversation, all grimly recorded in diary entries that are painful to read. At times it was only a matter of having “behaved with too much reserve to some and with too stiff a face and air, and with a face and air and tone of voice of pale timidity.” At other times it was a failure easily to “chatter with a girl.” Often he was tongue-tied: “objects before me don’t suggest proper questions to ask, and proper observations to make”; and then he overcompensated, babbled, overextended himself to make a figure, and was easily tripped up by calmer men with sharper wits. The problem seemed self-intensifying. The more he tried, the more affected he became, the more vulnerable he was, and so the more cautious and paralyzingly self-conscious. “I talk to Paine about Greek, that makes him laugh. I talk to Sam Quincy about resolution and being a great man and study and improving time, which makes him laugh.… I talk to Hannah and Easther about the folly of love, about despizing it … which makes them laugh.… Besides this I have insensibly fallen into a habit of affecting wit and humour, of shrugging my shoulders and moving [and] distorting the muscles of my face. My motions are stiff and uneasy, ungraceful, and my attention is unsteady and irregular.” He cringed at slights, dreaded ridicule, and bled at contempt, painfully probing wounds playfully inflicted. At night, alone, he brooded on, rehearsed, the devastating responses he should have made.

He was born naïve. The world was always bigger, more impressive, than expected, and it continuously caught him by surprise. He could not help but gawk. In Boston after a day at court where he “felt shy, under awe and concern,” he attended a “consort” where he came upon “the most spacious and elegant room, the gayest company of gentlemen and the finest row of ladies that I ever saw.” The scene from the meeting-house steeple in Wethersfield, Connecticut, was “the most grand and beautifull prospect in the world, at least that I ever saw.” At John Morin Scott’s house in New York, “a more elegant breakfast I never saw”; at the Exchange, “the most splendid dinner I ever saw.” Wealth, sophistication, and elegance always impressed him, despise them as he might. In a sense it was always true, as he later said of himself in Paris, that he “did not know the world,” and what was worse, he knew he did not know.

But if in this way he was naïve, untutored and unskilled in the ways of the world, in another way he was not, and this other knowledge and skill, which could at times be exhilarating, at other times proved to be the most wearisome burden of all. He had—to an extraordinary degree; to an extent that can only now, in the fully restored text of the diary and autobiography, be properly appreciated—a sensuous apprehension of experience. For all his mental efforts and intellectual accomplishments, his knowledge and ideas, he responded first and fundamentally to the physical—the tangible, audible, visual—qualities of life. He felt the world, directly and sensitively, before he thought about it; and he expressed his feelings with a vividness and an accuracy of phrasing that make his prose the most alive and readable of any written in eighteenth-century America.

His writing sparkles with unstylized, personally idiomatic images of the tangible world: “a cabbin filled with straw where … the master of the house, his wife and four children all pigged in together”; a cow’s teats that “strutt with milk”; a Moravian prayer meeting where “the women’s heads resembled a garden of white cabbage heads”; kissed girls “glowing like furnaces”; the Spanish landscape, “like a bird deprived of its feathers”; England’s navy weakened “like a girdled tree”; “the tyrannical bell that dongled me out of my house every morning”; a “small, spungy, muscular substance growing fast to the rock, in figure and feeling resembling a young girl’s breast.”

Such sensuous vividness, such idiomatic concreteness, was not restricted to the single metaphor or phrase. There are long sections in the Diary and Autobiography—a twenty-page description of Adams’s first, terrifying transatlantic voyage; a detailed account of a month-long midwinter trip across Spain by mule and wagon; a 1,500-word picture of the procession of the knights of the cordon bleu at Versailles and a view of the royal family at supper—that are of sustained literary brilliance. Let a few sentences from an almost routine description of a tour in France (a visit to Chantilly) illustrate the interest his prose can generate.


Walked around the gardens, fish ponds, grottoes, and waterspouts. And looked at the carps and swan that came up to us for bread. Nothing is more curious than this. Whistle or throw a bit of bread into the water and hundreds of carps, large and fat as butter, will be seen swimming near the top of the water towards you, and will assemble all in a huddle before you. Some of them will thrust up their mouths to the surface, and gape at you like young birds in a nest to their parents for food.

While we were viewing the statue of Montmorency, Mademoiselle de Bourbon came out into the round house at the corner of the castle dressed in beautifull white, her hair uncombed, hanging and flowing about her shoulders, with a book in her hand, and leaned over the bar of iron; but soon perceiving that she had caught my eye and that I viewed her more attentively than she fancied, she rose up with that majesty and grace which persons of her birth affect if they are not taught, turned her hair off of both her showlders with her hands in a manner that I could not comprehend, and decently stepped back into the chamber and was seen no more.



This profoundly sensuous experience of life expressed itself in many ways. Events were never abstractions to him: they were human encounters, exchanges between sentient, visible and audible, people. Repeatedly, in entry after entry in these four volumes, he slips into dramatic dialogue, quoting in direct discourse the words of the actors, placing them, often, in separate paragraphs introduced by the speakers’ names: “Coll. Q.,” “B. Fessenden”; “Lincoln,” “I.” It was not a self-conscious effort to dramatize. Anecdotes—of which there are literally dozens in these volumes—were renderings of human exchanges, and they drifted naturally and insensibly into at least low-key theatrics; it took very little conscious art on Adams’s part to blow these naturally glowing embers into crackling little tragedies and comedies. Thus his wonderful account of the night in 1776 when “but one bed could be procured for Dr. Franklin and me in a chamber little larger than the bed … with only one small window.” The episode had emerged from the surrounding narrative naturally, without design, but once the scene was before him again he instantly shifted from description to dialogue. The curtain goes up. There on the stage is Franklin, that “old conjurer,” that “Egyptian mummy,” snug in bed; and there is JA, “an invalid and afraid of the air in the night,” drawing the one small window shut.


Oh! says Franklin, don’t shut the window. We shall be suffocated. I answered I was afraid of the evening air. Dr. Franklin replied … come! open the window and come to bed, and I will convince you: I believe you are not acquainted with my theory of colds. Opening the window and leaping into bed, I said I had read his letters to Dr. Cooper … but the theory was so little consistent with my experience that I thought it a paradox. However, I had so much curiosity to hear his reasons that I would run the risque of a cold. The Doctor then began an harrangue upon air and cold and respiration and perspiration, with which I was so much amused that I soon fell asleep, and left him and his philosophy together.



Humor flowed naturally from Adams’s dramatic objectification of himself and the world he saw. At times, when the diarist places himself too prominently downstage and gives himself too grandiloquent a script, the humor is unintentional, and the reader ends up smiling indulgently at the overacting self-dramatist. At one point he pictures himself, alone, heroically declaiming the Catilinarian orations at the top of his lungs, and then explains that doing so gives him not only aesthetic and intellectual rewards but physical ones as well: it “opens my porr[s], quickens the circulations, and so contributes much to health.” He snaps up an Englishman’s compliment to his wife, but then stops short: “Down, vanity,” he writes, “for you don’t know who this Englishman is.” But most often the humor is intentional, based squarely on Adams’s dramatic imagination which exaggerated the ridiculousness of people and things: of poor Aunt Nell, who broke two teeth “at table in company, and to avoid exposing her self, swallowed them”; of B. Bicknal’s wife, who was anxious and trembled on her wedding night, until “she recollected she had put her hand to the plow and could not look back, so she mustered up her spirits, committed her soul to G[od] and her body to B. Bicknal, and into bee she leaped”; and above all, of JA, who found himself, to his own great relief, in comic as well as tragic roles. Twenty years after it happened he recalled, and wrote into the autobiography, the exact words uttered by the enraptured secretary of the Tripolitan minister to London with whom Adams had been smoking a pipe “more than two yards in length … in aweful pomp, reciprocating whiff for whiff” “Monsieur,” Adams remembered the secretary saying, “vous etes un Turk.”

But it was not all good humor and enjoyable scenes. The same source in his personality from which his vivid prose and his dramatic instinct flowed generated also his most difficult problems. The difficulties arose not from the fact that he was, as he wrote in the autobiography, “of an amorous disposition, and very early, from ten or eleven years of age, was very fond of the society of females”; for he came of parents who “held every species of libertinage in such contempt and horror … that my natural temperament was always overawed by my principles and sense of decorum.” The problem was more general and more permanent than that. He loved to daydream, to lie late in bed, to laze away the afternoon, to succumb in whatever way to languor and indolence. But neither his culture nor his situation in life would allow him such satisfactions. From both, from his stern Calvinist heritage and even more from the desperate necessity he felt to forge a career for himself, came violently abusive but only unevenly successful assaults upon this weaker self.

“Dreams and slumbers, sloth and negligence, will be the ruin of my schemes.… Why can’t I keep awake?” “Laziness, languor, inattention are my bane; am too lazy to rise early and make a fire, and when my fire is made, at 10 o’clock, my passion for knowledge, fame, fortune, or any good is too languid to make me apply with some spirit to my books.” He hates himself, torments himself—for his “slothful memory” and his wandering mind; for wasting time meandering in the woods, musing, “indolent and thoughtless”; for “gaping and gazing”; for spending a day “in absolute idleness, or what is worse, gallanting the girls”; for allowing his “rambling imagination” to soar. “Law and not poetry,” he instructed himself, “is to be the business of my life.” But how nice it was to recall the “shady thicketts and gloomy grottos” of Worcester where he had “sat by the hour together to ruminate and listen to the falls of water.”

II

Such problems and tensions—between ambition and integrity, between the desire to appear knowing and sophisticated and the inability to be so, between the longing to retreat into a sensitive inner world of feeling and the need for self-mastery and control over external reality—these are the classic problems of adolescence. What is so striking about Adams is not only the acuteness of his experience of them and his vividness in expressing them but the extent of his life that they dominated. The tormented tossings and turnings and the corrosive self-examinations that resulted from these conflicts dominate completely the first 250 pages of this edition of the diary, which bring Adams to the age of thirty. But then, suddenly, there is a change—a rapid growth; a sudden emergence into maturity.

Three circumstances converged to create the change. The first was his marriage in 1764, on the eve of his thirtieth birthday, to a remarkable woman. Mr. Butterfield’s first volume contains two eloquent testimonies to the powers and the probable effect on John of his marriage to Abigail Smith. The diary breaks off fifteen months before the marriage, and when it was resumed three months after the event, what was then, and thereafter, written in it is strikingly different in character from what had earlier been entered: less confessional, more objective, factual, and closed to inner feelings.

But an even more revealing witness of the significance of the marriage—more revealing in some ways even than the famous correspondence between John and Abigail—is the portraits of the two, drawn in pastel by an obscure but evidently discerning colonial artist, Benjamin Blyth, two years after the marriage. John’s is a likable but unimpressive face: round, rather soft-looking, bland, and withdrawn. It is an unfinished, uncertain face, with no decisive lines or distinguishing feature. The composure seems artificial and posed, and one turns the page easily—but then is caught up, startled, by what appears on the opposite side. Abigail’s face is extraordinary, not so much for its beauty, which, in a somewhat masculine way, is clearly enough there, as for the maturity and the power of personality it expresses. The face is oval in shape, ending in a sharp, almost fleshless, chin; a firm, thin, but graceful mouth; a rather long arched nose; brilliant, piercing, wide-spaced eyes. It is about as confident, controlled, and commanding a face as a woman can have and still remain feminine. The mystery is not so much why Adams no longer poured his soul out into his notebooks after 1764 as why he did not burn the ones in which he had.

But there is more to the change than this. By 1765 the years of labor, planning, and striving were beginning to pay off. Adams’s fears of failure and need for reinforcement were dissipating as more and more cases came his way and his reputation for unusual competence in law spread. The first diary entry after his marriage records his membership and activity in the Sodality, a private club of lawyers, in which he found himself, to his great satisfaction, an equal with the most learned and distinguished practitioners in Boston—famous and successful men, among them the venerable Jeremiah Gridley, who had once, not so long before, sponsored and counseled him in his entry into the profession.

But 1765 was also the year of the Stamp Act, and it marks Adams’s emergence into the world of public controversy. In the last half of that year he published his Dissertation on the Canon and Feudal Law, one of the early statements of American Revolutionary theory; composed the equally distinguished if less famous Braintree Instructions denouncing the Stamp Act; and was appointed counsel for Boston to plead for the reopening of the courts in defiance of Parliament’s law. At the time, he hated the growing Anglo-American controversy, not merely for the public upheaval it threatened but also for the disturbance he believed it would create in the progress of his own career. But he could not have been more wrong. It gave him a platform he was eminently capable of using; it vaulted him suddenly into the fame he had so long sought; ultimately it placed him in the halls of kings. Later, he recognized the fact (though he overstated it): “I am but an ordinary man. The times alone have destined me to fame.”

If the Diary and Autobiography revealed only this sudden halt in the extended adolescence of John Adams it would still be a unique and valuable set of documents. But it becomes evidence of important elements in our early national history by documenting the continuities as well as the critical transition in the life of the second President. For though Adams changed, around his thirtieth year, he was not transformed. The earlier characteristics were transmuted, not eliminated; and they continued to shape his, and in part the nations, history.

He remained a man of fierce and stubborn, at times almost flamboyant, integrity. His unbending rectitude, his moral courage, and his selflessness in public office became famous. He knew there was a right, believed himself capable of finding it, and once he perceived it clung to it steadfastly. How could he—why should he—compromise? If he felt an office in Governor Hutchinson’s administration was offered to him with implied strings—strings that might involve “a sacrifice of my honour, my conscience, my friends, my country, my God”—why should he think twice about it? If he saw, what Franklin probably knew as well but was not likely to do anything about, that three commissioners from the United States were not needed in France, that one, in all likelihood, would do better than three, why should he not report the fact to Congress even if it meant his own retirement from the greatest scene he had ever beheld? He never knew the value of, nor was he able to use, the saving gesture, the stabilizing concession. He may have been a statesman, but, “unpractised in intrigues for power,” as he once accurately described himself, he was never a politician—which is what that pliant old fox Franklin, whose slack hedonism in Paris drove Adams into fits of righteousness and suspicion, meant when he described his colleague as one who “means well for his country, is always an honest man, often a wise one but sometimes, and in some things, absolutely out of his senses.”

And if he lost the naïveté of his early years, he remained, to his everlasting chagrin, clumsy in society, awkward, and self-conscious. He was impressed by what he saw of high society and grand affairs in Paris, as well he might have been; but sometimes he was overcome. “It is vain to attempt a description of the magnificance of [the Duchesse d’Anville’s] house, gardens, library, furniture, or the entertainment of the table.” “The Queen was … an object too sublime and beautiful for my dull pen to describe.” Mercy Warren, who knew him well, wrote—correctly, though Adams never forgave her for it—that in Paris he was “ridiculed by the fashionable and polite as deficient in the je ne scai quoi so necessary in highly polished society.” He had nothing of Franklin’s casual wit or of Jefferson’s natural elegance of address. One can sympathize with his embarrassment and with the woodenness of his reply (what would have been the graceful but pointed response?) to the twitting Frenchwoman who in the midst of a sumptuous feast asked him, since his name indicated a peculiar descent “from the first man and woman,” to explain to the assembled company “how the first couple found out the art of lying together.” And one cannot help respecting his resolute decision, when suddenly the eyes of a vast and brilliant throng turned on him, to imitate the composure, the “power of face,” of Indian chiefs exposed to the stares of the white men. But it is hard to see how else but wearisome he must have seemed to that succession of French dinner partners from whom he doggedly insisted on extracting bibliographies—of “the purest writers of French,” of the best historians of France, of the best dictionary and grammar of Italian and of German.

He never overcame his sensitivity to slights and ridicule. His self-esteem was always vulnerable and frequently injured, and he was continually on his guard to defend it by stubborn self-assertion. In the end this vulnerability, growing wildly in the intense heat of domestic politics and international intrigue, became paranoiac. He became morbidly suspicious—of Hancock, who had launched a “persecution against me across the Atlantic”; of Charles Thomson, the secretary of the Continental Congress, who, Adams insisted, had doctored the official records of that body to favor his enemies; of Hamilton, and not only for the obvious political reasons. The true source of the trouble between Hamilton and himself, Adams believed, was personal: it lay in the speeches he had once made opposing a military appointment for Hamilton’s brother-in-law, Philip Schuyler; they “had been rankling in Hamilton’s heart from 1776 till he wrote his libel against me in 1799.” Above all, he suspected Franklin. He suspected him of all sorts of things: of hiring a secretary as “a spy on me”; of withholding official information from him; of having held “mysterious intercourse or correspondence” with George III; of “backstairs intrigues” in behalf of his illegitimate son, the “base born brat” William, and other favorites. Retired from the Presidency, at ease with Abigail in the security of Quincy, Adams was consumed with thoughts of the abuse, secret and open, to which he had been subjected, “A perpetual vulcano of slander,” he wrote in 1804, has been “pouring on my flesh all my life time.”

And he never lost his sensuous, physical response to the things and the people around him. The recollections and descriptions of his old age are as sharp and vivid as those of his youth. He recalls the color of unusual soils and the amount of pepper the double agent Bancroft had used on his food. He likens sleeping with others to being “buried in hot embers.” He remembers Lafayette “panting for glory.” He comments on, and in so doing demonstrates, the “dissagreable sibillations” of the English language, and attempts to imitate the precise sound of English names pronounced with a French accent (Washington: “VAUGSTAINGSTOUNG”). Anecdotes, dialogues—graphic representations of people vividly alive, talking, twisting their faces, shrugging their shoulders—fill the autobiography, written by a bitter and weary man of seventy, as they had the diary of a passionate adolescent.

III

It is with these central personality characteristics in mind—characteristics formed in a troubled youth, modified and consolidated in maturity—that one can best understand Adams’s response to the Revolutionary crisis and the sources of his political theory. For unlike Jefferson, whose political and social ideas seem somehow to have been kept immaculate, unaffected by the grinding abrasions of everyday life, Adams drew his ideas as much from his feelings, from his sensitive reactions to the human realities about him, as he did from the great array of writings, ancient and modern, that he had mastered.

He never doubted that England’s policy toward the colonies after the Stamp Act was evil, and not simply because abstract rights were being violated. The evil that first moved him into strong opposition could not have been more specific or personal. Royal authority in Massachusetts in the 1760s was coming to rest increasingly, as Adams saw it, in the hands of a single family, the Hutchinsons, who, with their Oliver kin and a number of dependents and hangers-on, were becoming absolute monopolists of public office. His fear and hatred of this group flowed from his general resentment of the unassailable social superiority that existed in the world he was seeking to conquer. He envied and despised “all the great notions of high family that you find in Winslows, Hutchinsons, Quincys, Saltonstals, Chandlers, Leonards, Otis’s,” for “ ’tis vain and mean to esteem oneself for his ancestors’ merit.” When it became evident that Thomas Hutchinson, admittedly a man of “great merit,” was using his influence to advance not only his own career but that of his personal following “to the exclusion of much better men,” and when it appeared that his avid place-seeking was closely tied in to England’s new colonial policies, Adams’s social animosities took fire and became the source of a flaming hatred of state authority which placed him, ordinarily a cautious man, in the vanguard of the Revolutionary radicals.

Again and again he struck out at “this amazing ascendancy of one family.” Dazzled by Thomas Hutchinson’s glare, he wrote, bewildered by “the mazy windings of [his] heart and the serpentine wiles of his head,… the bigotted, the superstitious, the enthusiastical, the tools, the interested, the timid” had become his “creatures” just as Hutchinson himself, in turn, by his insatiable lust for office, had become the puppet of a power-mad ministry bent on destroying the constitution. It all fitted together—the objective world of strange Parliamentary laws, of troops stationed in peaceful towns, of plural officeholding and prejudiced courts; and the subjective world of long-remembered slights, of frustrated ambition, and envy. By 1774 he was convinced that he was witnessing the culmination of a deliberate conspiracy “against the public liberty … first regularly formed and begun to be executed in 1763 or 4.” The result, unless the plot were exposed and destroyed, would be tyranny—not some vague, unfamiliar historical tyranny but one imposed by people he knew, executed by hands he had shaken.

Each phase of the Revolutionary crisis and the subsequent reconstruction of public authority appeared to Adams with the same vividness and the same high degree of personification. There are, of course, abstractions—glittering generalities—in his political writings as there are in those of all the leading figures of the Revolution. But there is a concreteness, too, built up by his sensuous imagination and tactile grasp of reality that is entirely distinctive. It is not enough for him first to qualify “taxation” with “hideous” and then to specify it further by adding “more cruel and ruinous than Danegeld of old”; the drama in his mind’s eye must be fully played out, and he refers the reader to Shakespeare, Henry VIII, Act I, Scene ii. There is nothing abstract about the need for free elections and for trial by jury: they are the only security we have “against being ridden like horses, and fleeced like sheep, and worked like cattle, and fed and cloathed like hoggs and hounds. Nay no other security against fines, imprisonments, loss of limbs, whipping posts, gibbetts, bastinadoes, and racks.” Lexington was not simply an infuriating provocation and proof of evil intentions; it made perfectly clear that “if we did not defend ourselves they would kill us.” So, too, later, in France, when a Dutchman argued that for his people to support the United States openly would be to split the Protestant interest in Europe and throw the balance of power to France, and that America might do well to consider such issues in deciding its policies, Adams replied that no one should be so deluded as to expect that America would


tamely suffer Great Britain to tear up from the foundations all the governments in America … and submit to the unlimited domination of Parliament who knew little more of us than they did of Kamshatska and who cared not half so much for us as they did for their flocks and herds. The inhumanity too with which they conducted the war … not only hiring European mercenaries, but instigating Indians and corrupting domesticks as if we were fit for nothing but to be cutt to pieces by savages and negroes. Americans would not submit to these things merely from prophecies and precarious speculations about the Protestant interest and the ballance of power in Europe.



In passing he refers to England’s Hessian allies who sell “their subjects like cattle to [be] slaughtered in America for the humane purpose of butchering us.”

It was the same when he came to consider the principles of politics to be used in the reconstruction of public authority after independence. His ideas on government were anchored as deeply in his understanding of himself and of human nature as they were in his knowledge of history and of political theory. Long years of raking self-examination and an extraordinary sensitivity to other people’s feelings and motivations had left him with attitudes to human possibilities more akin to those of his Calvinist forebears and of the twentieth century than of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment. He saw more darkness than light. He had felt in himself and had acknowledged to himself the powerful irrationalities of his own nature, and while he admitted that “human nature, depraved as it is, has interwoven in its very frame a love of truth, sincerity, and integrity,” it was the passion of man, his boundless ambition, his love of fame and honor—forces he had fought within himself—that he knew to be controlling. What is it, he asked, that decides men’s opinions of others? “It is avidity, envy, revenge, interest.” Who knew better than he that ambition was “one of the more ungovernable passions”? Control and discipline were as necessary to restrain the passions of society as they were to create order in the life of the individual.

He accepted none of the current clichés that placed the burden of corruption on institutions and saw the promise of felicity in the release of natural instincts. All men, in high station or low, primitive or sophisticated, contained within them the same destructive elements, and must be equally constrained for the common good. His political theory was an effort to express in the constitutional language of his day the implications of this dark, introspective psychology.

It was a difficult task, and he was never optimistic about the chances of success. But certain pitfalls could at least be avoided. Provision could be made against what seemed the most obvious danger, the tyranny of an unchecked aristocracy. He had little hope that “men in high life” would ever completely forgo the attraction of “titles, ribbons, stars, garters, crosses, keys,” or that “princes and nobles and great ministers” would cease to “commit high crimes and misdemeanors which no other authority would be powerful enough to prevent or punish.” Such behavior by the favored few would continue to exist; it could not be eliminated; but it might be controlled, to some extent at least, by confining its expression. Make provision for the inevitable. Allow the aristocracy, however it might be defined, a legal, constitutional role in government, but limit it to a special institution, the traditional middle chamber of the legislature, and place it in isolation, one among several elements of government in constant tension and competition with others.

But this was not the only, or even necessarily the chief, danger to the general good. The mass of humanity was no better than the aristocracy. From his earliest recorded years Adams feared “the errors to which the public opinions of the people were liable in times of great heat and danger as well as … the extravagances of which the populace of cities were capable when artfully excited to passion.” The principles and judgments of “at least one third of mankind” easily “give way to their fears.” “The poor people,” once stirred to action, “are seldom aware of the purposes for which they are set in motion … and when once heated and in full career they can neither manage themselves nor be regulated by others.” He never believed that “a perfect equality of suffrage was essential to liberty.” Limits and controls must always be present, and means must be found to build into the structure of government counterweights to the force of the many as well as of the few.

Fearful of human passions, he was a passionate advocate of the separation of powers—governmental and social—and of maintaining a competitive balance among them
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