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			“Diane Jacobs weaves a fascinating fabric from the correspondence of Abigail Smith Adams and her two gifted sisters, Mary and Elizabeth, in Dear Abigail. The first book to trace the ties that bound, thrilled, and sometimes frustrated America’s most beloved Founding Mother to her siblings, Dear Abigail provides insights into the tenuous balance between love, empathy, and occasional envy expressed by the three sisters. A must-read for those interested in the lives of Revolutionary-era women.”
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			“Wonder what it was like in British-occupied Boston during the Revolutionary War and what women did while their men fought? The revolutionary lives of Abigail Adams and her two sisters come to life in a drama that shows how women, the generals in charge of their families, did so much to make America what it is today. Jacobs transforms these three different stories into one magnificent epic in an astonishing feat of narrative history and biography.”
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		IN ORDER TO PRESERVE THE CHARACTER OF THE SISTERS’ LETTERS, I have maintained their grammar and spelling and, in most cases, placed their words in quotes. The exceptions are occasions when quoting single words or short phrases would clutter the page and undermine the fluidity of the narrative. Sources can always be found in my reference notes.
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		ONE HOT JULY EVENING IN 1766, 22-YEAR-OLD ABIGAIL, THE wife of rising young lawyer John Adams, stayed up late to write her 25-year-old sister Mary Cranch how much she missed her. Both were living in the outskirts of Boston—Abigail in Braintree and Mary in Salem, but there were twenty-five miles of bad roads and a river between them. Each had teething infants, reams of housework, and husbands setting out to make their marks in the world.

		Still, Abigail was determined to get to Salem before the end of the summer. “I have been Scheeming of it this fortnight,” she told her sister. But then John was assailed by one law case after another. She couldn’t see herself clear until the lower court adjourned, “and then I hope there will not any more Mountains arise to hinder me. Mole hills I always Expect to find, but them I can easily surmount.”1

		Mary had told Abigail she woke up at four to cook and clean, mother her baby daughter, and scurry Richard, her brilliant but impractical spouse, off to work. Abigail joked that she and John dozed until eight at least, enjoying the breeze off the Atlantic and indulging “my inclination to Laziness.”

		Both Mary and Abigail were deeply in love with their husbands, yet lonely for each other and for their teenage sister, Elizabeth, who was still living with their parents a few miles from Braintree in Weymouth. “Sister Betsy, poor Girl her heart is with you, but when her Body will be, is uncertain, “Abigail lamented to Mary, for their worrying mother always found some excuse—Betsy’s cough, the sultry New England weather—to keep her home. So the sisters clung to one another by writing.2

		They wrote with homemade quill pens and ink produced from their own recipes on Massachusetts bond from the new paper mill in Milton. Composing in moments stolen from spinning or churning butter, or while everyone else was sleeping, with candle wax dripping on their prose, they lamented all the errors they made. Mary had no need to explain that she wrote in great haste: her spotty ink and wild scrawl announced her endless workload. “Burn this letter!” she and Abigail frequently enjoined each other. Betsy made no such request.

		Yet, even Betsy, who kept her pen sharp and took pride in her fine cursive, rarely wrote in a tranquil moment. “My brains are all roiled,” she characteristically fretted at the end of one letter.

		What’s more, the colonial postal system, years behind Great Britain’s, was so notoriously unreliable that, through no fault of her own, Abigail had just gotten back a letter she wrote Mary a week earlier “like a bad penny.” The nearest post office was in Cambridge, so if no neighbor carried it directly, another week might pass before Abigail found a Harvard-bound neighbor willing to send the letter back off.

		Still, it was all worthwhile since reading a letter from Mary brought “new spring” to Abigail’s nerves and “a brisker circulation to my Blood,” creating “a kind of pleasing pain.” “I feel so glad that I can scarcely help feeling sorry,” she now wrote, and while she conceded this reaction might seem strange, it was perfectly normal when people were connected as deeply as Mary and herself. “Never Sisters Loved each other better than we, I believe I can truly say,” she declared.3

		“I daily count the days between this and the time I may probably see you,” Mary agreed; though, being the eldest, it did not behoove her to effuse as much as her middle sister, and while assuring Betsy, the baby, that she longed for a visit, Mary felt impelled to remind her that their parents’ needs came first.4 Honoring those above you and commanding those beneath made life run smoothly: besides, it was God’s will.

		It would have been obvious to anyone who met them that Abigail, Mary, and Betsy were sisters. Though Mary was darker and taller and Betsy was the slimmest, all were small and slender with oval faces; narrow, decisive mouths; smooth noses; shining brown hair; and clear skin. Their bright dark eyes conveyed authority and a marked intelligence, and they all shared their mother’s energetic, self-confident air and passion for doing good, but were surprisingly delicate—they were the first to catch colds and the last to recover. When she was very young, Abigail had been paralyzed for two weeks with rheumatic fever,5 and her childbirths had been far more treacherous than Mary’s. It was a battle with death for her to produce a child.6 Betsy, frailest of them all, wilted in the heat and was so weak after one childhood illness that the doctor ordered her not to read, write, work, or even think. It was lucky the “ill humours” attacked her body rather than her mood or she’d be impossible to live with, Abigail observed.7

		These sisters had been inseparable since their Weymouth childhood. Weymouth—where their father, William Smith, had been minister of the First Congregational Church since 1734—was a crooked, twelve-mile ride away from Boston. It was a typical New England village, smelling of the yellow blossoms of locust trees in the spring and bayberry bushes in the autumn, sweltering in summer and so cold on a winter night that ink could freeze in your pen. Wild ducks flew overhead, and the wind carried fish scents from the ocean. The town had a population of just over a thousand; its dwellings were wood versions of the brick houses the Puritans had left behind in England, and they ran up and down old Indian trails.

		The sisters were born in an age of inspiration and conflict, with the Great Awakening stirring evangelical conversions in the Puritan churches and the Enlightenment championing rational thinking in the libraries of Harvard and Yale. It was the era of Voltaire and Rousseau, Locke and Hume, reason and feeling. Such questions as what constitutes a social contract preoccupied the great minds of the time.

		In New England, women’s fight for social involvement had died a century before with the banning of Anne Hutchinson’s weekly meetings in 1637. Where Hutchinson had borne sixteen children and co-founded the colony of Rhode Island, mothers of the mid-eighteenth century generally sought power only in the private sphere. Out of necessity or conviction, they colluded in their own economic and physical dependence. Most mothers set an example of subservience for their daughters and left public discourse to their husbands and sons.

		In 1754—the year Mary turned thirteen—the French and Indian War broke out, extending the worldwide Seven Year War to the colonies. Here it became a contest between England and France for American wealth. Most of the Indian tribes allied with the French hoping to thwart the aggressive spread of the British, while colonists from Maine to Georgia identified wholeheartedly with their English kin. American militias rushed to assist the British forces. In the 1750s, young George Washington made a name for himself vanquishing Indians attacking early pioneers.

		AROUND THE DINNER TABLE at their father’s parsonage, the Smith sisters listened silently as the wisest men in Weymouth analyzed battles in Ohio or Pennsylvania or Louisiana. Out the window crashed the waves of the Atlantic Ocean. Across it lay their King and culture. The girls craved British books and British dresses, British concerts and parties and plays. Weymouth, Betsy quipped, was distinguished only “for its inactivity.”8 But its wild, hilly farmland and lofty oak trees also moved her, for she was full of delicate feeling—or, as her epoch phrased it, sensibility.

		Females ran in the family. The girls’ mother, Elizabeth Quincy Smith, was—like Betsy—the youngest of three close sisters. When Elizabeth Quincy married William Smith on October 16, 1740, she moved across the pond from Braintree to Weymouth, where she gave birth to her first child, Mary, on December 9, 1741. Next came Abigail on November 11, 1744, and last Elizabeth on April 7, 1750. Between Abigail and Elizabeth, in 1746, William Smith was born, assuring them a male heir. In terms of salvation, though, men and women were on the same footing. All four siblings, baptized in their father’s parish, set off on the uncertain road to eternal life.9

		But in the hierarchy of New England, where your family name determined where you sat in church10 and the order in which you graduated in your class at Harvard, the children of William and Elizabeth Smith were already assured a distinguished place. On their father’s side of the family lay a line of successful businessmen going back to Thomas Smith, who sailed from England and opened a butcher shop ten miles from Weymouth in the village of Charlestown in 1663. His son, the sisters’ grandfather, became a wealthy merchant farmer, while their maternal forebearers—Quincys and Nortons—were landed gentry, pastors, and statesmen. On an old parchment, their adored grandmother Quincy traced a family tree back to an ancestor who had fought with William the Conqueror at Hastings and another who had signed the Magna Carta beside King John.

		In 1633, the first American Quincy, Edward, had arrived in Massachusetts Bay with a band of defiant English Puritans, who called themselves Congregationalists. These men and women rejected England’s state religion, Anglicanism, for its ostentation but accepted its emphasis on the inequality of the educated and the ignorant, the wealthy and the poor. Order, they believed, demanded that one man answer to another. There would be no grandiose Bishops or Lords in Puritan America, but also no pretense of egalitarianism; the humble would doff their hats to privilege—just like at home.

		Edward Quincy arrived in America as a gentleman with six servants and enhanced his fortune farming the hilly land he named Mount Wollaston in Braintree, which elected him to the first Massachusetts court. Edward’s grandson, John Quincy, the girls’ grandfather, all but ran Braintree, serving as Colonel in the Army, Speaker in the Massachusetts House of Representatives, and moderator for every town meeting in the precinct for years. A local Indian tribe even chose him as their guardian, praising his fair-mindedness. John Adams complained in his diary that Colonel John Quincy never said anything good about anyone, but admitted he “did not often speak evil” either. He did accumulate the largest library outside of Boston and was as devout as his grandfather Edward. The church remained the most powerful agent in New England life, though over the past half century, religion in New England had changed.

		Gone, for instance, was the founders’ law, which defined anyone who was not a Puritan as a heretic, subject to having an ear lopped off if he practiced his wayward faith. By Colonel John Quincy’s time—he lived from 1689 until 1767—Anglicans and Quakers could not only worship as they liked but exert power in town meetings. These local governments were true democracies for their era. Name and fortune for once were irrelevant. Every property-owning male carried the same weight.

		Congregationalism, meanwhile, had radically polarized. On the one hand, the so-called “Old Lights” continued to cherish emotional reticence; on the other, the “New Lights” began fanning self-display. Faith, which for the former was inborn or gently encouraged, came for the latter as ecstatic revelation. Writhing was an inevitable consequence as was—in Abigail’s words—“foaming.”11

		Reverend Smith managed to appease both camps, though he himself was an Old Light, believing, like John Locke, in the superiority of reason to feeling, and refusing to dwell on man’s sins. Abigail spoke for her father when she said, “Gloom is no part of my Religion.”12 Nor was it easy for him to hide his scorn for the Born Again “awakenings” that charismatic evangelicals like the British George Whitefield and the American Jonathan Edwards were fomenting in New England in the middle of the eighteenth century. Reverend Smith voted against the New Lights in clerical meetings, but would not speak against them at the pulpit. As he saw it, remaining impartial made him popular and therefore useful. Usefulness was the most crucial virtue a Congregationalist could possess.

		Besides, he loved philosophy and had an aversion to petty gossip—talk about things, not people, he advised his daughters. He prized forgiveness. On the wall of his main parlor hung a Biblical painting of the brothers Esau and Jacob, embracing after a lifetime of envy and hate. Parson Smith subscribed to foreign papers like the literary Spectator and Tatler and was a shrewd reader of human nature, with a sometimes lurid humor, according to his friends.13 Loss troubled him. Houses struck by lightning and fire were the sort of events he recorded in his diary. Yet he had faith in human endeavor. In August of 1751, only four months after his church burned to the ground, he had already begun raising another. Here he preached a month later, with his family listening from the best pew.14

		One evening Reverend Smith amused company by speculating that printing was invented by luck when some careless boy whittled his name onto a tree bark.15 But nothing of importance was left to chance in his home. Self-control and self-improvement carried the day.

		Typically, ministers paid for their great prestige with a low standard of living. Salaries were meager and often—as in William Smith’s case—based on the price of crops in a given year. Reverend Smith’s diary is filled with jottings about minute rises in the costs of wheat or rye, for he was careful about money and determined to get his fair share. Like most ministers, he also farmed to augment his salary. As little girls, the sisters fell asleep beneath the eaves in their wainscoted second-floor bedroom to the trembling of cow bells. They awoke to the sight of three lofty hills, the sound of woodpeckers drilling nests into the spring trees, and a view of fruit orchards and grazing sheep.16
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		This 1800 watercolor portrays Reverend William Smith’s parsonage house in Weymouth where Mary, Abigail, Billy, & Elizabeth were born.

		(illustration credit 1.1)

		But the Smiths did not rely solely on William Smith’s preaching and farming. Thanks to their wealthy relatives, the minister and his wife could afford a silver rather than the standard wood tankard for their dining board and a light, one-horse carriage for two with a calash or hood. They had an upstairs library and paid over a hundred pounds to add a barn-size L-extension to their two-floor wooden home. The house had a slanted roof and sat on the corner of North and East Streets. Windows were taxed, so it was a mark of wealth that they had four, all flooding sunlight into the large formal parlor. Here each of the girls had composed her first letter on a lap desk—and here Betsy now wrote longingly to her married sisters in what John Adams called her “elegant pen.”17

		Unless, of course, she was visiting the Adamses in their smaller house near their First Congregational Church, in Braintree. Here Betsy and Abigail would “talk[] and wish[] for” Mary while gazing outdoors at the upward swing of Penn’s Hill.18 Light and perspective mattered deeply to all of the sisters; so even frugal Mary had thrown caution to the wind when she moved to Salem. Mary’s house, which Abigail now had her heart set on visiting, had not only brightness but a splendid view of the wharfs and the sea.

		The home the girls grew up in had more than a good lookout. “You must remember that very few children have had such advantage as you have and that where much has been done by way of culture good from it is expected,” Elizabeth Quincy Smith wrote her son, Billy, when he left home to work in his teens.19 Billy had been taught Greek and Latin by the finest tutors and plied with new books imported from London. He had the chance to go to Harvard and cared so little for knowledge that he turned it down. Mary loved Billy, more, she believed, than brothers ever loved sisters,20 but was vexed by his indifference to education when she and her sisters were so avid to learn.

		And whereas in England daughters were often educated by their fathers—and the early feminist Mary Astell had gone so far as to advocate college for girls!—in the New World females had half the literacy rate of their brothers21 and were taught—by their mothers—only reading, religion, and basic math. Dancing and music classes were considered too frivolous in the Smith household, though William Smith’s library was open to everyone, and their mother was advanced in promoting reason rather than dogma. “I have always endevour’d to persuade you to act from principle,” Elizabeth Smith explained to Billy in a letter that described her method with all four children. “As soon as you were capable of reasoning you [were] treated like a reasonable creature—when any thing was demanded of you the reason was given.”22

		Elizabeth taught charity to her daughters by example, as when she turned down stylish imports and hired indigent neighbors to spin the family clothes, or when she risked her own health to visit sick neighbors. She prayed with her children at night and in the morning and sat with them through two church services on Sunday not only because she was pious, but because she was convinced that fear of God warded off sin.23 Industry was also a powerful agent for good. She taught her girls the arduous process of mixing grease and ashes to make a barrel of soap on a spring day and how to trap a goose in a stocking so they wouldn’t get their fingers bitten off plucking its feathers for their quill pens. From an early age, Mary, Abigail, and Betsy joined their mother in the autumn ritual of making candles by spinning hemp into wicks and dipping them in kettles filled with water and tallow hung on trammels over the kitchen fire. Though her life was hard enough, Elizabeth Quincy Smith felt lucky by comparison to other Weymouth families and told her children they were too.24

		The girls’ mother was a model of thrift, and her warning that it was better to save every apple paring than to waste spoke especially to Mary, who was the most cautious of the three.25 Mary was also the most easily comforted, always feeling better as soon as she had “open’d my heart” to someone.26 All three girls were disgusted by females who squandered time or money, for this offended not just God but the sort of man they hoped to wed.

		Elizabeth Smith was full of contradictions—so relentless about chaperoning her daughters’ fiancés that Abigail suspected she had never been in love herself, but so skillful and kind that Betsy yearned for her nursing for the rest of her life whenever she got sick.27 The community perceived her as the ideal minister’s wife, adept at settling quarrels and avoiding feuds.28 Yet, while she held a high standard of excellence, her desires were modest. She wanted to shine in the world as it was, and she did.

		Mary, with her pleasing ways, seemed the most like her mother, though inwardly she seethed at the neglect of her mind. “Method was wanting in our studies and we had no one to point us to it,” she reminded Abigail when they were both out of the parsonage. “… Our parents felt the necessity of keeping us from scenes of dissipation and frivolity and left the rest to nature.”29

		Still, on the outside at least, Mary was the dutiful firstborn, while Abigail was openly rebellious and wild. “You will either make a very bad or a very good woman,” a family friend told her: obviously suspecting the first.30 In her teens Abigail committed the sacrilege of opposing her mother’s authority, or, as she saw it, made clear she resented how her mother denied her most innocent requests.

		As a child, Abigail was often sent away for long visits to her grandmother Quincy, whom she sometimes thought she loved more than her own mother because she did not invidiously compare her to Mary or rebuke her more than once for a crime. Besides, Grandmother Quincy could be wicked herself—whispering to Abigail that it was “a mercy to the world” some people they knew were “kept poor” or they would be even haughtier than they were already,31 and regaling her with spicy anecdotes from the local newspapers, such as the story of the wife who poured red wine in her husband’s pipe.32

		And then there was Betsy, who was just as high-spirited as Abigail and even less free to express herself. She could not run off to her grandmother’s because she was the youngest and—unlike her also unmarried and far less industrious brother—always had duties to perform at home. Where Billy wasted his chances to learn, she grasped every free moment to read, and not just enthusiastically, but with a cultivated taste that would have ranged wider, she was sure, if one duty or another wasn’t always calling her from her father’s books. The final insult came during Mary’s and Abigail’s brief visits when—rather than at last having time to enjoy herself—Betsy was given the further burden of amusing their little girls. “I am almost crazed with the natural Blessings of Matrimony,” she wrote her cousin Isaac during one such visit. Then she herself got sick, and four months passed before she had the strength to read, which would not be so terrible for this cousin, who was off at Harvard and could “spend whole years in the delightful employment of improving [your] mental powers. Shortness of the time enhances its value and makes the loss greivous to me,” she reported with her normal dramatic flair.33

		“If you happen to have any learning keep it a profound secret,” one father implored his daughters in a popular mid-eighteenth-century conduct book, which Elizabeth Quincy highly endorsed.34 Since girls’ literary endeavors were confined to writing letters, and all eighteenth-century letters, but especially girls’ letters, were prized for spontaneity and ease, the sisters’ mother saw instruction in grammar and penmanship as beside the point. So Mary’s script raced in all directions with no periods in sight, and Abigail’s was blockish and tipped back and forth like a metronome. Occasionally (and not always appropriately) colons appeared, but the comma was rare, though both girls wrote compelling prose with a natural rhythm, which was easily comprehensible if you could decipher the words. Artlessness was a virtue of the era: “it is not,” Abigail declared, “the studied sentence … which pleases, but the genuine sentiments of the heart expressed with simplicity.”35 And she and Mary further approved the literary mode of the day by quoting great chunks of edification from the Bible or Shakespeare.

		When Abigail was confused or angered, she sought solace from writing letters. “There are perticular times when I feel such an uneasiness, such a restlessness, as neither company, Books, family Cares or any other thing will remove, my Pen is my only pleasure, and writing to you the composure of my mind,” she told John on one such occasion.36 Letter-writing, she knew, was a passion of her era, stoked by increased literacy and a working post. One of her favorite poets, Alexander Pope, called it “talking on Paper.” Candor was its hallmark, as were a stock of literary quotes and learned allusions. But whether it described a trip to Paris or a crisis in the kitchen, the true subject of an eighteenth-century letter was the author’s soul.37 As Pope wrote a traveling correspondent, “You can make no Discoveries that will be half so valueable to me as those of your own mind, temper, and thoughts.”38

		Abigail told Mary, “My letters to you are first thoughts, without correction,”39 But she also drew on ideas mulled as she lay in bed at night or went about her childcare and housekeeping. And her seeming artlessness was inspired by no less a stylist than the author of the famous epistolary novel Clarissa, Samuel Richardson, whom she felt had “done more towards embellishing the present age, and teaching them the talent of letter-writing, than any other modern I can name.”40

		Mary’s letters show a gift for gossip and strong opinion. Writing Abigail from Salem, she announces, “I was not born to live among Slaves,” meaning her Tory neighbors, who in the mid-1760s were humbly accepting the crippling Stamp Act England had imposed. The sisters deplored this taxation without representation, but the Tories gladly suffered it, Mary complained, and went so far as to attack her opinions at her own table just because she “dare[d] to say one Word against” its perpetrator, King George III. Furthermore, these neighbors were greedy and selfish.

		“By what I have heard of them, they have well learnd the lesson of Iago, to Rodorigo, ‘put money in thy purse,’ ” replied Abigail, who prided herself on social observations. “My advice to you is among the Romans, do as the romans do,” she added, unable—even with Mary—to suppress her need to boss.41

		Being first, Mary had been forced to grope for titles and authors’ names at parish dinners where “none of the conversation was addressed to” her. Yet, the conversation there drew her to Plato, Newton, Ben Franklin, and transcripts of British Parliament debates. Just like the men sitting over her mother’s mutton and pudding, she was formed to grapple with ideas. Only they didn’t know it, they being such otherwise penetrating men as grandfather Colonel John Quincy; Uncle Isaac Smith, a successful Boston merchant; and Dr. Cotton Tufts, whom she called Uncle Tufts. He was a gangly and brilliant young physician and twice a relative, being the husband of their mother’s sister Lucy and a cousin on their father’s side. Visiting ministers and boarding divinity students also contributed to the chorus of learned men, indifferent to the young girls’ opinions. And then one day when Mary was fourteen, there was an Englishman at the table who drew her into the conversation at last.

		Richard Cranch was tall and lean with a high forehead, delicate features, and a long open face like the great man who saves the girl in a romantic novel. Despite the fact that he was a poor man’s son, everywhere he went Richard attracted men of rank and learning.42 He had a quiet ardor and was “loving and compassionate,”43 according to a friend who prided himself on shrewd judgment. Another friend called him a model “to those who wish to be great and good,”44 though practical skills—like knowing how to dress for a winter’s day—often eluded him. He was acutely sensitive, and his health was frail.45

		The first notice of Richard’s arrival in the Smith household is the reverend’s diary record of lending “to Mr. Cranch” a book of John Locke’s letters early in 1755. Richard was then twenty-nine, fifteen years older than Mary. She was the eldest in her family, he the youngest in his.

		Richard Cranch had five brothers and a sister and came from a wool-manufacturing family in Kingsbridge, a seaport village like Weymouth, in the county of Devon, England. His grandfather was “a rigid Puritan,”46 but Richard, though exceptionally pious, was too curious to cleave to any single opinion and despised groups like the New Lights who claimed salvation exclusively for themselves.47 Primogeniture—whereby the family estate is bequeathed to the eldest son—doomed him to inherit nothing, and his only training was at making wiretooth cards to comb wool. Yet he had taught himself Greek, Latin, and ancient Hebrew and had enormous intellectual powers and a dazzling array of knowledge on everything from Roman history to mining coal.
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		The scholarly Englishman Richard Cranch transformed the lives of all three sisters.

		(illustration credit 1.2)

		Understanding how clocks ticked and water rose through underground pipes came easily to him, though at the moment he had no plans to capitalize on these talents. He learned for the joy of it and still had trouble leaving his latest philosophy or math book to go off to work—which, at the time he met Mary, was co-managing a glass factory in Braintree. His partner was his sister’s husband, Joseph Palmer. The partners clashed frequently, for Palmer had come to America with the single-minded goal of making a fortune, and Richard sought to balance study and work.

		Nine years before, in 1746, Richard had sailed with the Palmers to Boston. From there, the Palmers moved to Braintree, while Richard asserted his independence by staying behind. He rented a shop and set up a wool-combing business. For years he struggled to make it turn a profit. To no avail. The business failed, and he reluctantly followed the more successful Palmers to Braintree. Probably it was at his sister’s home that Richard first met Mary’s father, who invited him to the parish house.

		There Richard immediately made friends with the worldlier Uncle Tufts and Uncle Isaac. He quickly recognized Mary’s intelligence—not to mention her beauty and goodness. Their passion quickened as he took it upon himself to initiate all three young women into the pleasures of Enlightenment philosophy, epistolary novels, Milton, Pope, Shakespeare, and also some French. Only the subjects most taboo for women—science and ancient languages—were omitted from his curriculum when, with no official assignment or stipend, Richard began tutoring the female Smiths. This entailed organizing a separate regime for each since Betsy was five, Abigail eleven, and Mary fourteen.

		Undertaking the education of a woman you love and her two younger sisters would be unusual even for an aristocrat in an eighteenth-century French salon, but it was unheard of for a struggling businessman in the New World.

		Abigail could not sufficiently sing Richard’s praises in a letter to Betsy, reminding her “To our own and inestimable Brother Cranch do I owe my … taste for Letters,” attributing “whatever I possess of delicacy and sentiment or refinement” to the books Richard Cranch pulled for her from their father’s shelf.48

		Betsy observed that Richard Cranch expressed more “kindness and affection in one Look” than anyone else she knew.49 Because she was so young when Richard began tutoring them, Betsy’s skills became more polished or “masculine” than her sisters’, and in her teens she could stun them by quoting Madame de Sevigne’s views on love.50 She delighted in portraying everything in extreme colors. Her birthday she called “the funeral of the former year.” Furthermore, Betsy had the self-confidence not to apologize for her letters or request them burned—indeed, she made it clear that it was well worth remembering her expatiations, not to mention the magnificence of her prose.51

		It is a shame that none of Mary’s courtship correspondence with Richard survives, because language was both the spur and the cement to her passion. Richard was not prosperous, nor trained for a profession, and his social status, not hers, would rise when they mingled their lots. He could not say whether he would learn to make money. All he promised was a life of the mind. This was sufficient for Mary. They announced their engagement or—in the words of the era, published their bans.

		RICHARD’S INTELLECT WAS SOON attracting new friends beyond the Weymouth parish. One was a young scholar named John Adams, who saw eye to eye with him intellectually, though the two men differed in many other ways. Born in Braintree in 1735, John was closer to Mary’s age than Richard’s, and where Richard was tall and slender, John was short and plump. No one would call John’s prominent nose and puffy cheeks handsome. He had a bitterly ironic humor and appeared both prim and on guard. His blue eyes were merciless—that is, when he wasn’t using them to flirt.

		John fell in love easily, but put great emphasis on the importance of marriage and was wary of choosing the wrong partner for life. Though he devoted himself to reason, John relied on instinct as much as any woman did when it came to romance. It was instinct, two years earlier, that stopped him from proposing to the town belle whom he was madly in love with and had only the flimsiest rational causes to mistrust.

		[image: ]

		On first acquaintance, the critical young lawyer John Adams dismissed Abigail and her sisters as “not fond, not frank, not candid.”

		(illustration credit 1.3)

		John’s own character puzzled many. He was introspective but garrulous, despised gushing, but thrilled as much as Betsy Smith did to the beauty of forests and brooks. Even small changes in his environment fascinated him. His college diary entries all begin with a weather report. A “Charming, pleasant morning,” he exudes on a Friday in June and “Had a small flurry of snow” at the end of winter.52 He was euphoric about the effects of a rainstorm one March: “This morning is beyond description, Beautyfull, the Skie bespanged with Clouds which shed a lustre on us by the refraction of the rays of light, together with the healthy and enlivening air, which was purifyed By the thunder, afford most spirited materials for Contemplation.”53

		Yet John rarely had a good word for human nature. He damned the sisters’ grandfather Colonel John Quincy as vain and avaricious.54 Mary and her sister Abigail, though witty, were “Not fond, not frank, not candid,” he decided after spending a single evening with them in the summer of 1759. Their father the minister was ingratiating and “craft[y],” hiding “his own Wealth, from his Parish” with the ulterior motive of getting them to send him gifts.55 John bewailed that he himself was unstable (“I totter with every Breeze”56), indecisive (“I have so many Irons in the Fire, that every one burns”57), procrastinating (“I shudder … when the thought comes into my mind how many million Hours I have squandered in s[t]upid Inactivity”58), and tediously analytical to boot.

		John’s father was a typical New England yeoman, a farmer in the summer, a shoemaker in the winter, and church deacon all year round. The Adamses were no wealthier than the Cranches; the great difference between John and Richard was that John possessed the entitlements of an eldest son.

		Most important was the privilege of going to Harvard. When the two young men met, John had recently graduated and was deciding on a career path. He had entered college intending to pursue the most prestigious work of his times—the ministry. But the rapid spread of the Great Awakening disgusted him. Recently, a council of local ministers had questioned the piety of Braintree’s own Reverend Lemuel Briant because he dared to assert that good deeds were more important to God than faith.59 This was John’s view exactly. And tempering was not in John Adams’s nature. If he won a pulpit, he confided in Richard, he would use it to denounce the New Light theory of predestination. Life was meaningful, he would insist, not a mere sleepwalking through God’s grand design. But what was the point of disputing with zealots? he continued. Their wrath, he suspected, was all you could gain.

		Richard’s reply spoke more to his own idealism than to John’s vocation. The struggle to enlighten the Congregationalist Church was itself a noble calling, Richard argued, and “should Truth under your conduct fail of an entire victory, yet, the brave efforts which I am persuaded you can make would … entitle you to the praises of every lover of Truth and liberty.”60 But John had little stomach for lost causes and a hearty longing for worldly success. He began leaning toward a career that would reward his disputative nature.

		So it was as a poor but ambitious Braintree lawyer that John Adams came with Richard Cranch to meet the Smith girls two years after they made their first unfavorable impression. He was greeted unenthusiastically by William and Elizabeth Smith, who liked neither his meddlesome job nor his inferior background, and skeptically by the girls, who had found him arrogant the first time they met.

		By now Mary was 20 and engaged to marry Richard. Betsy was a precocious eleven and Abigail seventeen, radiant and as quick-witted as John. For once, his heart, instinct, and reason came rapidly to the same conclusion. He must marry Abigail Smith.

		But Abigail was not an easy conquest. She had read Samuel Richardson’s late novel Sir Charles Grandison under Richard’s tutelage. Its dashing hero (who rather reminded her of Richard) was the model she had in mind for a mate. John Adams could not fit this picture. His challenge, therefore, was to efface it.

		He began by courting Abigail’s family. John had no trouble at all reversing his earlier low opinion of them. Grandfather Quincy was soon on record in John’s correspondence as excellent company; the formerly cagey Reverend Smith was a model of integrity and good sense. My “Wishes are pour’d forth for the felicity of you, your family and Neighbors,” he was soon writing with perfect sincerity to Mary, while confiding in her middle sister, “Miss Adorable,” that “an increasing Affection for a certain Lady (you know who my Dear) quickens my Affections for every Body Else.”61
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		After her marriage, Abigail set up housekeeping in the smaller of these two saltbox houses (left); John had been born in the larger cottage where his mother still lived.

		(illustration credit 1.4)

		John’s electricity was contagious. Erotic attraction was in no time bursting off the pages of Abigail’s letters as well. When John professed that “The steel and the Magnet or the Glass and feather will not fly together with more Celerity, than somebody And somebody, when brought within the striking distance,” Abigail answered, “there is a tye more binding than Humanity, and stronger than Friendship,” which was her unabashedly sensual love for him.62 And where Mary and Richard complemented each other—he being the dreamer, she the pragmatist—John and Abigail were kindred spirits, with common sense to spare and matching wills.

		William and Elizabeth Smith were not so easily reconciled to John as he to them or everybody to Richard. Abigail was soon seething because her parents insisted on a long engagement. Why was she a “mere Nun” while Mary and Richard slept in the same bed?63

		Their all four falling in love within a couple of years had created a kind of folie a quatre, or what Abigail called a “sweet communion.” When John underwent the dangerous procedure of inoculation against smallpox, Mary and Richard worried almost as much as Abigail; and John told Abigail that he loved Richard and Mary “better than any Mortals”64 besides his family and her. Which is why in 1766, when Abigail was battling mountains and molehills to get to her sister in Salem, John too lamented the breakup of their happy foursome, telling Mary: “What would I give to have Brother Cranch’s long Visage along Side of my short one, with a Pipe in each, talking about this and that and ‘tother.”

		The double courtship in the Weymouth parlor had brought Mary and Abigail closer than ever. Alone in the kitchen or cramped into their small bedroom before they fell asleep, they imagined a future of rectitude, yes, but also enlightened living. They would soon enter the magic circle of marriage and motherhood. And while like their own mother they would stress piety, they intended to be more tolerant than she of secular pleasures like dancing and stylish clothes. More radically, they vowed to educate their girls in history, philosophy, literature, and science too if they showed a knack for it. They would teach their male children fear of the world as well as God. Their sons would never come home smelling of rum, like their brother, Billy, had recently, for all his attendance at church in his formative years.

		Choosing a partner was the one chance a New England female had to exercise her free will in the larger world. Just as the New Lights were convinced that God predetermined salvation, Mary and Abigail believed their choice of a husband sealed their mortal fate.

		Choosing wisely meant happiness, choosing a weak or incapable man meant suffering and shame that neither they nor their family, however powerful, could defray. For Mary, the prospect of marriage was so mysterious and foreboding that she “trembled” the night before her 1762 wedding and cried herself to sleep for days afterward.65 Twenty years passed before she dared to tell even Abigail of her panic. Still, there was no doubt Mary Smith knew what she wanted. For her wedding verse, she chose the Mary and Martha passage in the Book of Luke where Jesus commends the younger sister Mary for choosing “the one thing needful, the good part,” the elevation of her mind, over helping her sister Martha with household chores.66

		Which is not to say that Mary gladly suffered Richard’s unworldliness. A month after their wedding, for instance, Richard refused to argue down the hugely inflated asking price for a worn-out carriage, though Mary’s father urged him to bargain. The explanation Richard offered was that the seller was poor and needed the money. John Adams, who was also present at the scene, found Richard’s scruples hilarious, and what followed when the same owner offered Richard his flagging horse was funnier still. The owner declared the horse in fine condition.

		
			Cranch believed every word he said, and was so secret about his Bargain, that he would not make it before me, who was then at his House but he must finish it, abroad, without Questioning the Horses Virtues or Abilities, or asking any Questions about the Price. He is to give 50 pounds for the Horse. I would not give 10 pounds, for he is dull and lean, and weak, looks meanly and goes worse.

		

		“Miserably bumbled by his own Vanity and Credulity,”67 John Adams gleefully concluded. Mary was less amused.

		WHEN AT LAST HER parents agreed to set a wedding date, Abigail had an attack of nerves and got sick. She recovered, however. The ceremony took place on October 24, 1764, and all went smoothly, though Reverend Smith (who was in fact reconciled to John Adams at this point) could not resist a bit of black humor and chose as his wedding text a Biblical passage beginning “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say he hath a devil.”68

		And where was Betsy while her sisters were marrying? She was weeping at their weddings and packing them up for their new lives. Betsy helped Mary move first to a house nearby in Weymouth, then to Braintree. Richard’s former collaboration with his sister’s husband at the Braintree glass factory had convinced him that partnerships were “vexacious.”69 Whatever he did in the future would be on his own.

		For now, as well as selling cards for combing wool, he opened a clock and watch repair shop, which immersed him in astronomy and mechanics and gave him opportunity to invent his own pendulums like the well-known Philadelphia astronomer and clock-maker David Rittenhouse, who also had taught himself.70 It was only, the Cranches insisted, because their neighbors in Braintree proved too poor to patronize watchmakers that they left for Salem. Or was it Richard’s desire to prove himself on fresh ground? Richard’s sister had her own interpretation and worried in a letter to Mary that her brother was leaving to escape her angry outbursts. She was miserable at the prospect of losing him and promised to practice self-control.71

		BETSY SMITH NOT ONLY helped Abigail move to Braintree. She lived with the Adamses, when her parents could spare her, and kept her sister company while John traveled from court to court. Abigail’s new home stood on twenty-three acres of land seventy-five feet away from John’s widowed mother. It was a typical New England saltbox farmhouse, with a lopsided roof, widely spread-out windows, and a tympanum over the front door. What Abigail called her “cottage” was a step down in size and elegance from the Smith parsonage, but the exchange was elating because she was at last in charge.

		In February 1763, the end of the French and Indian War chased France out of most of the New World and deepened the colonists’ bond with England. Nine months later, on November 20 at midnight, Mary Cranch gave birth to a baby girl whom she named Elizabeth in honor of her mother and the great British Queen. Seven days later, Elizabeth Cranch was baptized in the Weymouth Church by her grandfather. She was the first of a new generation of Smith women, and John and Abigail so closely identified with her parents they called her “my daughter Betcy.”72 A few years later, when Abigail gave birth to a girl, Nabby, and a boy, John Quincy, in quick succession, John could barely suppress his pride to commiserate with Richard:

		
			Oh fine! I know the Feeling as well as you and in spight of your earlier Marriage … In a little while Johnny must go to Colledge, and Nabby must have fine Cloaths, Aye, and so must Betcy too … And very cleverly you and I shall feel when we recollect that we are hard at Work, over Watches and Lawsuits, and Johnny and Betcy at the same Time Raking and fluttering Away our Profits.73

		

		For Abigail and Mary, having children made separation all the more difficult. Were they only together, how many tips about naps and weaning they would share. What fun they would have with each other’s babies! “My dear [niece] Betsy, what would I give to hear her prattle to her cousin Nabby, to see them put their little arms round one an others necks, and hug each other,” Abigail wrote her sister. No one else, Abigail felt sure, could understand the changes she’d undergone since becoming a mother, how “every word and action of these little creatures, twines rounds one’s heart” and

		
			All their little pranks which would seem ridiculous to relate, are pleasing to a parent. How vex’d have I felt before now upon hearing parents relate the chitt chat of little Miss, and master said or did such and such a queer thing—and this I have heard done by persons whose good Sense in other instances has not been doubted. This though really a weakness I can now more easily forgive, but hope in company I shall not fall into the same error.74

		

		As if to stress her point, she quickly turned the subject to public news and then to her horses and cows and a fine wool cloth called camlet she had just finished weaving into a garment for Mary and was debating how to transport.

		EARLY ON THE MORNING of November 3, 1766, the Adamses were at last able to set off on a journey to “my dear Brother Cranches.” Their primitive chaise was more accustomed to outings to Weymouth; its springs rattled on the rocky, rutted Indian trail known as the Post Road on the ten-mile ride to Boston. The autumn leaves, brilliant gold and red just a few weeks before, lay dead on the ground as they drove through Milton and Roxbury. They proceeded onto the Boston peninsula and ferried across the Bay. In Charlestown, the Adamses took a half hour to stretch, then jolted over the Mystic River by Penny Ferry and continued north on the inland road. At mid-afternoon, John spotted a tavern with a sign of a soaring eagle and knew they were nearing the town of Malden. Here they heard the daily news, drank hard cider, and ate a good meal at Hill’s tavern; then plodded up to the smaller village of Martins, where their horses fed. Now they turned away from the sun and back to the coastline. It was already dark as they drove into Salem.

		When finally the Adamses sat drinking tea across from Mary, “all very happy,” Mary and Abigail spoke of “riding hoods, Cloth, Silk and Lace.” Richard was still at work and, for once, John was content to sit quietly and observe the reunion and wonder, perhaps, at the nature of the sisterly connection that would make Abigail think it worthwhile to “scheme” for months and take a long, exhausting ride in an uncomfortable two-seat carriage just for the pleasure of coming at last to Mary’s door.75
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		MARY WOULD ALWAYS ASSOCIATE HER MOVE TO SALEM WITH Parliament’s repeal of the Stamp Act later that spring of 1766. The Stamp Act, effective the previous November, had forced colonists to cover all printed material with an expensive badge-shaped stamp brandishing the words “Shame to those who think evil of it” in Latin as a further rebuke. Unlike taxes on British luxury items, which only affected wealthy merchants like her uncle Isaac, the Stamp Act—executed by Parliament’s scheming new Chancellor of the Exequer, George Greenville—punished everyone who bought a newspaper or executed a will. Parliament’s excuse that Stamp Act money would pay British troops to defend America insulted the colonists’ own perfectly capable militias, not to mention their legislatures, which could levy taxes if the need arose—as Massachusetts had proved when its own stamp tax helped fund the British in the French and Indian War. The truth was England was exploiting the colonies to buoy its own crippled economy.

		Mary suspected her tiny motherland was also threatened by the wide expanse and seemingly endless potential of America. “America was designed by Providence for the theatre on which man was to make his true figure, on which science, virtue, liberty, happiness and glory were to exist in peace,” her brother-in-law John Adams had so eloquently written; and he—and she—were no less loyal to the King for believing that America was the New Jerusalem and that the right to own property was what made a man free. It was a Puritan axiom that free men could not be taxed without their consent. And though Mary was well aware that her indignation against the British tax was stoked by her own British sense of entitlement, for the first time she also understood how very rooted she was in the New World.
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		This British cartoon shows
“The Horse America, throwing his Master.”

		(illustration credit 2.1)

		AND SHE WAS NOT ALONE. Outraged Bostonians christened a huge old elm near the Commons the Liberty Tree, and hundreds gathered here to protest British injustice. Throughout New England, British ministers were hung in effigy, riots flared, furious colonists attacked stamp collectors and pillaged their homes. Ordinary citizens joined Sons of Liberty clubs, and John Adams’s famous radical cousin, Sam—Abigail had met him and told Mary he was charming1—instigated a protest against taxation without representation, which the Massachusetts Assembly took further, declaring, “The Stamp Act wholly cancels the very conditions upon which our ancestors, with much toil and blood, and at their sole expense, settled this country and enlarged his majesty’s dominions.”2 Parliament’s right to make laws did not extend to trifling with the colonies’ assets. And whereas, a decade before, those colonies couldn’t agree even on a common defense against the French and Indians, now—at a New York Congress attended by delegates from nine regions—the Stamp Act was emphatically denounced by all.3 Still, many citizens were Tories who supported Parliament’s right to tax with or without local approval, and more were undecided what to think and turned to ministers like Braintree’s Parson Wibird.

		Parson Anthony Wibird was one of the sisters’ closest friends and no less than a genius in John Adams’s opinion. John praised the minister’s subtle mind and poetic imagination as well. Like all Braintree ministers, Wibird favored reason over evangelical “enthusiasm,” and his sermons were so sensible that when Benjamin Franklin visited Boston he went out of his way to hear Wibird speak.4 A devoted friend, Wibird was among the first to visit the Cranches when they moved to Salem. Mary especially loved his wit, but he was hopelessly unkempt and ungainly, with a large, bumpy nose, squinty eyes, and black teeth. One parishioner described his body as “bended, in and out before and behind and to both Right and left … When he sits, he sometimes lolls on the arms of his Chair” or “throws him self over the back” and scratches his head so hard his wig “vibrates.”

		While John Adams was amazed that such a clever man should have “no Industry, no Delicacy, no Politeness,” Mary blamed Parson Wibird’s eccentricities on his not being married, a terrible fate for a woman, but worse for a man.5 Wibird was a perfect example of how helpless bachelors and widowers were without wives to cook, clean, and mold them into civilized company. More than most men, Wibird was his own worst enemy. Though John Adams praised his penetrating remarks on courtship, Wibird refused to seek out any of the eligible girls in the neighborhood and claimed that he was waiting to be swept off his feet.

		In both his squeamishness and languor, Wibird—John observed—approached mating like a fussing turkey, and he was no more aggressive when seeking a job.6 Braintree’s First Congregational Church had to court him twice before he nonchalantly accepted their ministership in February of 1755.7

		Once installed, however, Wibird took to playing with babies and so generally ingratiating himself with everybody that it was all the more meaningful when, a month after the Stamp Act went into effect, he opened his Sunday sermon thundering from the Bible: “Hear O Heavens and give Ear O Earth, I have nourished and brought up Children and they have rebelled against me.” No one sitting in the white-spired First Congregational Church could miss the analogy to the British King and his ungrateful colonies. And in the old square meetinghouse in nearby Hingham, Parson Gay more explicitly condemned the Stamp Act protest, reminding his congregants that their very covenant with God depended on subservience: first to God and then to the powerful and elite. The meek would not inherit the earth (though they were free to pick themselves up by their bootstraps), and the Enlightenment ideal of equality ignored the clear superiority of some—in natural gifts, family, education. The King’s will was inviolable.8 Besides, obstructing power could only lead to violence, Parson Gay warned them. If you felt slighted, you should pray and weep.9

		With Parsons Wibird and Gay all but supporting the Tories, it would have been in character for Parson Smith of Weymouth to keep his dissenting views to himself. Instead, the girls’ father, who in the name of diplomacy refused to denounce evangelism, which he hated, spoke out forcefully against the British Parliament, which he revered. He too seized on religion as a model for his political views. But rather than equating sacred and secular order, he preached “Render therefore unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s and unto God the things that are God’s” and declared that Puritanism despised unchecked rule even more than it venerated obedience. After all, unlike God, the officials of Massachusetts were elected by democratic town meetings, and while Puritan ministers were selected by committee, they were asked to leave if they failed to please their fold—which happened periodically and with no threat of chaos. Everywhere, Puritan rule called for the consent of the governed.

		“The tenor” of Parson Smith’s sermon, John Adams wrote proudly in his diary, “was to recommend Honour, Reward, and Obedience to good Rules; and a Spirited Opposition to bad ones.” He talked of “Liberty and the Times.”10 Americans were not docile children in William Smith’s sermon, but adults capable of influencing their own parents. Clearly, the furor of Mary and Abigail and even 16-year-old Elizabeth—who was, of course, more passionately against the Stamp Act than both of them together—had affected him.
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		In the name of diplomacy the sisters’ father, Reverend William Smith, refused to denounce evangelism but spoke out forcefully against the British Parliament, which he revered.

		(illustration credit 2.2)

		Still, Mary and Abigail had old friends who were not especially pleased five months later when Parliament conceded that they had no right to impose internal taxes and repealed the Stamp Act. Boston wildly celebrated the colonies’ victory, but in Salem Toryism was so rampant Mary complained of having to make a “labourious inquiery” just to obtain a patriotic newspaper. While she rejoiced at the colonists’ victory, she also gave England credit for submitting to reason. She was too full of family feeling to wish for any real break with the motherland, which, after all, produced the watch parts that were crucial to her husband’s business and ran the most enlightened government on earth.11 “Since the Stamp Act is repealed … I am at perfect Ease about Politicks,” John Adams exaggerated his relief in a letter to Richard. “I care not a shilling who is in and who is out. I have no Point, that I wish carried.”12

		MARY TOO WANTED TO put politics behind her for the time being. For she had her domestic future on her mind, this first year away from home and family. So full of ideas herself, she never forgot how lucky she was to be married to a man with “the happy talent of communicating.” Even in Salem he was attracting thoughtful people, like their new friend Nathaniel Ward, who told Richard he wished he could drop in at his house five or six times a day just to listen to the newlyweds talk. 13

		Ward was also awed by Richard’s command of Newtonian science. Mechanics, like religion, spoke to Richard’s love of perfect systems. Even now, as Richard was setting up his watch business in Salem, he was thrilled to learn that David Rittenhouse, in a farmhouse outside Philadelphia, was beginning work on a machine that would exactly replicate the positions of the planets and stars.14 And while the world might run on compromise, the watches in Richard Cranch’s shop could be made to tick precisely, down to the second—and he saw to it that they did.

		In spite of all his other interests, Mary told Abigail, watch work was Richard’s favorite activity. His friend Ward thought Richard’s pendulum design a great step forward in the field.15 Ward’s only fear was that someone else might reap fame and fortune from Richard’s idea because he was too modest or trusting to protect it. Or, Mary might have added, too unworldly to care.

		She had begun silently to despair about ever living as comfortably as her parents. Clearly, her “best of men” was hopeless at looking out for his own interests—even after they became hers and the baby’s as well. The watch business, with its costly instruments, demanded wealthy clients, and—like

		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			For my mother, Patricia B. Jacobs
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