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His mind was replete with resources that dissipated fearhe stood forth early, and continued firm, through the great struggle, and may justly claim a large share of honor, due to that spirit of energy which opposed the measures of administration, and produced the independence of America. Through a long life he exhibited on all occasions, an example of patriotism, religion, and virtue honorary to the human character.

Mercy Otis Warren, History of the Rise, Progress, and Termination of the American Revolution, 1805
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Prelude

Pillar of Fire by Night

1777


Let us awaken then, and evince a different spirit,a spirit that shall inspire the people with confidence in them selves and in us,a spirit that will encourage them to persevere in this glorious struggle, until their rights and liberties shall be established on a rock.

Samuel Adams, 1777






OF ALL THE difficult moments in the American Revolution, one of the most desperate for the revolutionaries was late September 1777. British troops controlled New York City. The Americans had lost the strategic stronghold of Fort Ticonderoga, in upstate New York, to the British in July. In Delaware, on September 11, troops led by General George Washington had lost the Battle of Brandywine, in which two hundred Americans were killed, five hundred wounded, and four hundred captured. In Pennsylvania, early in the morning of September 21, another three hundred American soldiers were killed or wounded and one hundred captured in a British surprise attack that became known as the Paoli Massacre.1

Washingtons troops were suffering from what one delegate to Congress called fatigue occasioned by the bad rainy weather & long night marches.2 The rain had soaked the American armys ammunition, making it useless.3 The American troops would spend the coming winter at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, subsisting on firecakes made of flour and water, and leaving bloody footprints in the snow for lack of shoes; already one thousand of Washingtons roughly nine thousand troops were barefoot.4 The delegates to Congress doubted their own generals. Charles Carroll of Carrollton, Maryland, wrote to General Washington, I am sorry to observe that two officers in high command in our army are said to be much addicted to liquor: what trust, what confidence can be reposed in such men?5

The diplomatic situation was similarly unpromising for the revolutionaries. France had not yet agreed to an alliance with America. Some individual French officers volunteered on their own, but even they were suffering, or worse. The Journals of Congress for September 17 record that one Mons. du Coudray, colonel brigadier in the service of his most Christian Majesty, the king of France, and commander in chief of the artillery in the French colonies of America, gallantly offered to join the American army as a volunteer, but, in his way thither, was most unfortunately drowned in attempting to pass the Schuylkill. The Congress resolved that the corpse of the man John Adams said had a reputation as the most learned and promising officer in France be buried at the expence of the United States, and with the honors of war.6

Burial with the honors of war was about the best that American political leaders could hope for. The enemy was closing in. Pennsylvanians lowered the 2,080-pound bronze bell from the spire of their State House, with its inscription from Leviticus, Proclaim Liberty throughout all the land unto all the inhabitants thereof, and carted it to the basement of the Zion Reformed Church in Allentown for safekeeping.7 And just in timethe British captured Pennsylvanias capital, Philadelphia, Americas largest city, on September 26. Congress, which had been meeting there, fled briefly to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, then to York, a hundred miles west of Philadelphia. The departure from Philadelphia was frantic, prompted by an alarm from Washingtons aide, Alexander Hamilton, who said the enemy soldiers were so close that one had shot his horse.8 One delegate to Congress was wakened by a servant at two in the morning and advised to abandon the city.9 A delegate from Virginia, Richard Henry Lee, evacuated Philadelphia in such a hurry that he left his extra clothes behind.10

Another delegate to Congress, John Adams of Massachusetts, wrote in his diary, The prospect is chilling, on every Side: Gloomy, dark, melancholly, and dispiriting.11

The number of delegates present at Congress had dwindled to a mere twenty from the fifty-six members who had signed the Declaration of Independence in 1776. Those remaining gathered for a private meeting in York to question whether there was any hope of success.

One of those present was John Adamss cousin, the patriot leader Samuel Adams, who had already suffered losses that would have shattered an ordinary man. His first wife and four of their children died of natural causes before the war began. At the Battle of Bunker Hill, British officers decapitated Samuel Adamss close friend Joseph Warren and presented his head as a trophy to the British commanding general.12 Samuel Adams had spent the better part of three years at the Congress in Philadelphia separated from his two surviving children and his second wife. Matters seem to be drawing to a crisis, he had written her recently.13 Back in Boston, the British soldiers ripped out the pews of Old South Church, where Samuel Adamss father had once worshipped, covered the floor with dirt, and used the church as a riding academy.14 Samuel Adamss own house in Boston was vandalized by British troops so badly that it was uninhabitable.15 If the Revolution failed, Samuel Adams could expect to meet the same fate at the hands of the British as Warren.

Yet on that day in York in late September 1777, Samuel Adams, a slightly heavy, gray-haired fifty-five-year-old with large dark blue eyes, a prominent nose, and a high forehead, gave his fellow members of Congress a talk of encouragement.

If we despond, public confidence is destroyed, the people will no longer yield their support to a hopeless contest, and American liberty is no more, Samuel Adams said in the voice John Adams described as clear and harmonious.16 Through the darkness which shrouds our prospects the ark of safety is visible. Despondency becomes not the dignity of our cause, nor the character of those who are its supporters.

He went on, comparing the American revolutionaries to the Israelites who had left the slavery of Egypt. According to Exodus, chapter 13, God had guided them in the wilderness with a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night. Samuel Adams addressed the delegates:


Let us awaken then, and evince a different spirit,a spirit that shall inspire the people with confidence in themselves and in us,a spirit that will encourage them to persevere in this glorious struggle, until their rights and liberties shall be established on a rock. We have proclaimed to the world our determination to die freemen, rather than to live slaves. We have appealed to Heaven for the justice of our cause, and in Heaven we have placed our trust. Numerous have been the manifestations of Gods providence in sustaining us. In the gloomy period of adversity, we have had our cloud by day and pillar of fire by night. We have been reduced to distress, and the arm of Omnipotence has raised us up. Let us still rely in humble confidence on Him who is mighty to save. Good tidings will soon arrive. We shall never be abandoned by Heaven while we act worthy of its aid and protection.17



When Samuel Adams said that the ark of safety was visible through the darkness, he turned out to be prescient. On October 17, at Saratoga, north of Albany, New York, the American general Horatio Gates accepted the surrender of 5,800 British soldiers led by General John Burgoyne. The American troops seized from the British twenty-seven pieces of artillery and thousands of pieces of small arms and ammunition.18


Detailed news of the victory at the Battle of Saratoga did not reach Congress at York until October 31, but when it did it was greeted with exuberance. We had almost began to despair, but at length our joy was full, wrote a congressman from Connecticut, Eliphalet Dyer. The president of the Congress, Henry Laurens of South Carolina, wrote, the glorious intelligence is now extending from City to City diffusing Joy in the heart of every Loyal American. The victory at Saratoga turned the tide of the war. News of it was decisive in bringing France into a full alliance with America against the British. Samuel Adams joked that Gatess messenger, who had dawdled for a day between Saratoga and York courting a young woman he later married, should be presented with spurs and a horsewhip.19

On November 1, just after receiving news of the victory at Saratoga, Congress adopted a report drafted by Samuel Adams, declaring Thursday, December 18, as a day of thanksgiving to God, particularly in that he hath been pleased in so great a measure to prosper the means used for the support of our troops and to crown our arms with most signal success. The resolution went on to say that the day would be set aside so that:


with one heart and one voice the good people may express the grateful feelings of their hearts, and consecrate themselves to the service of their divine benefactor; and that together with their sincere acknowledgments and offerings, they may join the penitent confession of their manifold sins, whereby they had forfeited every favour, and their humble and earnest supplication that it may please God, through the merits of Jesus Christ, mercifully to forgive and blot them out of remembrance; that it may please him graciously to afford his blessing on the governments of these states respectively, and prosper the public council of the whole; to inspire our commanders both by land and sea, and all under them, with that wisdom and fortitude which may render them fit instruments, under the providence of Almighty God, to secure for these United States the greatest of all human blessings, independence and peace; that it may please him to prosper the trade and manufactures of the people and the labour of the husbandman, that our land may yet yield its increase; to take schools and seminaries of education, so necessary for cultivating the principles of true liberty, virtue and piety, under his nurturing hand, and to prosper the means of religion for the promotion and enlargement of that kingdom which consisteth in righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Ghost.20











Introduction

Truly the Man of the Revolution


For depth of purpose, zeal, and sagacity, no man in Congress exceeded, if any equalled, Sam. Adams.

Thomas Jefferson






SAMUEL ADAMSS INSPIRING speech at York, delivered at a pivotal moment, when the Congress was losing hope, has been lost in the attic of history. Six of the nine biographies of Samuel Adams do not even mention the address.1 The congressional declaration of a day of thanksgiving has likewise been widely forgotten, though some credit those words of Adams with starting Thanksgiving as an American national holiday rather than being a New England custom.2 Samuel Adams today is best known as a brand of beer. But the religious themes he struck in his York speechthat the Americans were like the biblical Israelites of Exodus, and that God was intervening directly on their sideare essential for understanding the American Revolution. So, too, was the association, in the thanksgiving declaration of 1777, of liberty with virtue and piety. These ideas help explain why the Americans fought on in the revolutionary cause in the face of discouraging setbacks and overwhelming obstacles.

Many leaders offered the same religious views. In Kingston, New York, on September 9, 1777, the chief justice of the state of New York, John Jay, said in remarks reprinted in the press, we should always remember, that the many remarkable and unexpected means and events by which our wants have been supplied, and our enemies repelled or restrained, are such strong and striking proofs of the interposition of Heaven, that our having been delivered from the threatened bondage of Britain, ought, like the emancipation of the Jews from Egyptian servitude, be forever ascribed to its true cause, and instead of swelling our breasts with arrogant ideas of our power and importance, kindle in them a flame of gratitude and piety, which may consume all remains of vice and irreligion. Blessed be God.3 In New Jersey, in early October, the elected patriot governor, William Livingston, spoke of reliance upon the divine blessing and of how conspicuous the finger of Heaven had been in expelling the British from his state.4

Congresss actions also reflected these assumptions. On September 11, 1777, Congress, still in Philadelphia, voted to order the importation of twenty thousand Bibles from Holland, Scotland, or elsewhere into America. A committee appointed to consider the matter had concluded that the use of the Bible is so universal, and its importance so great.5 Congresss first recorded business in York, on October 1, 1777likely the morning after Samuel Adamss speechwas to note the appointment of two chaplains. One was an Anglican, William White, and the other a Presbyterian, George Duffield.6 Less than a week later, on October 6, Congress appointed a third chaplain, the Congregationalist Timothy Dwight, to serve a brigade of Connecticut troops.7

But Jay, Livingston, and the other delegates to Congress aside, Samuel Adams was the archetype of the religiously passionate American founder, the founder as biblical prophet, an apostle of liberty. Other types are part of American lore: the plantation-ownergeneral, George Washington; the plantation-ownerarchitect, Thomas Jefferson; the plantation-ownerconstitutionalist, James Madison; the scientist-inventor-printer-diplomat, Benjamin Franklin; the lawyer, John Adams; the immigrant banker, Alexander Hamilton.

Samuel Adamss achievements were widely recognized in his own time. Thomas Jefferson called him truly the Man of the Revolution and said for depth of purpose, zeal, and sagacity, no man in Congress exceeded, if any equalled, Sam. Adams.8 When Samuels cousin John Adams arrived in Paris in 1779, the French declared that he was not the famous Adams.9 When the top British general in America, Thomas Gage, offered a general amnesty in June 1775 to all revolutionaries who would lay down their arms, he exempted only two menJohn Hancock and Samuel Adams.10

John Adams wrote of his cousin Samuel, Adams is zealous, ardent and keen in the Cause. Adams I believe has the most thorough Understanding of Liberty, and her Resources, in the Temper and Character of the People, tho not in the Law and Constitution, as well as the most habitual, radical Love of it, of any of themas well as the most correct, genteel and artful Pen. He is a Man of refined Policy, stedfast Integrity, exquisite Humanity, genteel Erudition, obliging, engaging Manners, real as well as professed Piety.11

Samuel Adams was indeed a man of real as well as professed pietya man of deep religious conviction whose confidence, zeal, and endurance in the struggle for freedom were grounded in a belief that an intervening God was on his side. He was the moral conscience of the American Revolution, a man who never lost sight of the Revolutions political and religious goals, which for him were fundamentally intertwined. But he did not become a clergyman, and he sometimes clashed with ministers he viewed as insufficiently supportive of the revolutionary cause. Passionate, determined, stubborn, thrifty, eloquent, idealistic, humble, he was a religious revolutionaryand much more.

He was a newspaperman who recognized the power of the press in shaping political events and who wrote frequently, passionately, and elegantly under a host of pseudonyms about all aspects of public life; the quality of his prose alone makes him worth reading today.

He was poor compared to many of his fellow patriots, and he was a critic of extravagant personal spending by the rich and of the influence of money on politics. Yet he was not bitter, and he was an ardent defender of property rights and opponent of certain taxes.

He was a congressman and a beloved governor of Massachusetts, who, after overthrowing the British, faced the challenge of administering a new democratic government. Though he voted in Massachusetts to ratify the United States Constitution, after independence he allied himself politically with those who emphasized the importance of state and local governments as opposed to the Federalists like Washington and John Adams who wanted a powerful central government.

He was such a radical that modern historians have likened him to black nationalist Malcolm X, anarchist Emma Goldman, and the communist revolutionaries in Russia, China, and Vietnam.12 Yet he saw himself as a conserver of the New England Puritan tradition of his seventeenth-century forefathers and was motivated more by biblical stories of the liberation of slaves than by Enlightenment ideas of a new man.

He was so progressive for his time that he declined to accept a slave as a gift, appealed to the American Indians for aid in the Revolution, extended public education in Massachusetts to girls, and believed that Even Savages could be educated for democracy.13 Yet he sometimes veered toward anti-Catholic bigotry.

History has not been kind to Samuel Adams. A biography of him in 1885 by James K. Hosmer described him as to a large extent forgotten. The secular trend in American universities and public schools was to the detriment of the reputation of the revolutionary who hoped America would become a Christian Sparta. The Cold War caused some Americans to view revolutionary radicals as threats rather than heroes. Much of American history is the story of the triumph of a strong federal government over the state and local governments that were championed by Samuel Adams. And as British-American ties warmed, it became fashionable for American historians to make the eighteenth-century British look less oppressive and more sympathetic than they actually were by depicting Samuel Adams as a hate-filled and cunning conniver.14

For all his detractors, though, Samuel Adams has had admirers, too, and not only among his contemporaries. As far as the genesis of America is concerned, Samuel Adams can more properly be called the Father of America than Washington, wrote Hosmer, a Harvard Divinity School graduate and Unitarian minister who became a history professor and who went on to write an admiring history of the Jews.15 A great-grandson of Samuel Adams, William V. Wells, published a three-volume biography of the patriot in 1865 that spoke of Adamss incorruptible integrity and Republican simplicity of character and his amazing industry, his courage, ceaseless vigilance, and wise statesmanship, and his cheerfulness and fortitude amid disasters.16 It is appropriate that the largest and most positive biography of Samuel Adams, by Wells, was published at the end of the Civil War. As Hosmer put it, what William Lloyd Garrison was to the abolition of slavery, Samuel Adams was to independence,a man looked on with the greatest dread as an extremist and a fanatic by many of those who afterwards fought for freedom.17

In his mixture of religion with politics, his skepticism of a powerful federal government, his warnings about extravagance and the influence of money on elections, his recognition of the power of the press, and his endurance in a war for freedom, Samuel Adams has much to say to modern Americans. If his ideas and his style have not consistently dominated American history, they are undeniably still with us today. In that sense Samuel Adams was not, as he has been called, the Last of the Puritans but rather one of the first Americans.

This will be a book about who Samuel Adams was, why he is forgotten, why he should be remembered. As the Massachusetts Spy wrote in concluding its obituary of Samuel Adams on October 19, 1803: This is but a gazette sketch of his character; to give his history at full length, would be to give an history of the American revolution.










Chapter 1

Born a Rebel

17221764


I pity Mr. Sam. Adams for he was born a Rebel.

John Adams, 1794






SAMUEL ADAMS WAS born on Sunday, September 16, 1722, in Boston, into a community with a long tradition of standing up for its liberties against the king.

He was British, and so he couldand didlay claim to the five-hundred-year-old legacy of the Magna Carta. The Great Charter had been signed by King John in 1215 after an armed rebellion of barons took London in a protest over excessive and arbitrary taxation. It included limited guarantees of religious liberty, saying that the English Church shall be free, and shall have its rights undiminished, and its liberties unimpaired.1

He was a resident of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, and so he couldand didlay claim to the legacy of its founders, Protestant Puritan Christians who had fled England during the reign of King Charles I, which lasted from 1625 to 1649. Charles had earned the suspicion of the Puritans by marrying a French Catholic. The suspicion turned out to be well founded. Charless right-hand man on religious matters, Bishop William Laud, banned certain Protestant books, constructed churches in the ornate Gothic style rather than the plainer Puritan fashion, and cut off the ears of clergymen who dared oppose him. Parliament did not meet for eleven years during Charless rule.2 Tens of thousands of Puritans left England for America; those who stayed behind eventually launched their own revolution against Charles and, led by Oliver Cromwell, established a Puritan commonwealth in England lasting from 1649 to 1659.

Aboard a ship headed for Massachusetts Bay, the man who would serve repeatedly as governor of the colony, John Winthrop, made a speech that foreshadowed Samuel Adamss remarks to the members of Congress at York nearly 150 years later. As Adams in 1777 said, We shall never be abandoned by Heaven while we act worthy of its aid and protection, so Winthrop in 1630 spoke of a covenant between God and the Puritans headed for New England aboard the Arbella. Winthrop, too, expressed confidence that if the Puritans kept their end of the bargain, the God of Exodus would do his part. We shall find that the God of Israel is among us, when ten of us shall be able to resist a thousand of our enemies, Winthrop promised.3

John Cotton had preached the farewell sermon to Winthrops fleet; eventually, Cotton, too, chose to flee King Charles and Bishop Laud. Cotton became the first minister at the first church in Boston, serving from 1633 to 1652. The Harvard historian and expert on the Puritans Perry Miller called him the dominating figure in the councils of the New England clergy who set the model for New England orthodoxy.4 Cotton wrote in 1644 of the People, in whom fundamentally all power lyes, and said it was necessary that all power that is on earth be limited, Church-power or other.5 He spoke of the Roman Catholic Church as the Mother of Harlots and Abominations of the earth.6

Such views only heightened the fears in Boston when James II, a Catholic, acceded to the throne of England in 1685, shortly after Charles II had revoked the original charter of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. James II imposed a new ruler, Sir Edmund Andros, Governor, Captain-General and Vice-Admiral of His Majestys Dominion of New England. In case the title alone failed to make the point sufficiently to the Bostonians, Andros was accompanied by two companies of red-coated British troops, a seventy-four-gun ship of the line, and the first Anglican clergyman in Massachusetts Bay.7 The colonists dispatched John Cottons son-in-law, Increase Matherthe pastor of Bostons Second Congregational Church, the head of Harvard College, the man described as the most powerful minister in New Englandto England to try to restore the colonys liberties.8 In the meantime, colonists took matters into their own hands. Armed groups of them gathered in the streets and escorted the Governor, Captain-General and Vice-Admiral of His Majestys Dominion of New England to jail.

Increase Mathers son and co-pastor at the Second Church, Cotton Mather, drafted a declaration that was read from the balcony of Bostons Town House on the day of the rebellion against Governor Andros, April 18, 1689. It began by referring to the discovery of a horrid Popish plot wherein the bloody Devotoes of Rome had in their Design and Prospect no less than the Extinction of the Protestant Religion; which mighty Work they called the utter subduing of a Pestilent Heresy. It called the Catholic Church the great Scarlet Whore and said that until the arrival of Andros, New England had been a Countrey so remarkable for the true Profession and pure Exercise of the Protestant Religion. It accused Andros of contradicting Magna Carta, the rights of which we laid claim unto. It made reference to protests about taxation without representation, saying, Persons who did but peaceably object against raising of taxes without an Assembly, have been for it fined, some twenty, some thirty, and others fifty Pounds. It complained that among the one thousand British troops sent to fight one hundred Indians in New England were Popish Commanders. And it concluded with a reference to William III of Orange, a Protestant who had taken over the British throne from James II in the Glorious Revolution of 1688: The almighty has been pleased to prosper the noble undertaking of the Prince of Orange, to preserve the three Kingdoms from the horrible brinks of Popery and Slavery.9

Andros twice tried and failed to escape from jail. The first time, on a Friday evening, he dressed in womens clothing and made it past two guards, only to be stopped by a third who noticed that the woman was wearing Andross shoes.10 The second time, Andross servant enticed the centinel to drink and the governor made it as far as Rhode Island before being returned to captivity. Not even a letter from King William III of England was enough to free Andros immediately; the governor remained jailed for more than two months after the kings order for his release was received in Boston. Andros finally sailed for London in a miserable winter voyage on February 5, 1690, having endured nearly ten months in captivity.11


And Samuel Adams was not only British and a resident of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, he was born into a Boston family with its own history. John Cottons granddaughter, Maria Mather, was married to Samuel Adamss maternal grandfather, Richard Fifield. Maria Mather was Increase Mathers daughter and Cotton Mathers sister.12 She survived until 1746,13 long enough for Samuel Adams, as a young adult, to have made her acquaintance.

Samuel Adams was a descendant of Henry Adams, a farmer who had arrived in Boston with his wife, eight sons, and a daughter in 1632 or 1633 as part of the wave of Puritans fleeing King Charles and Bishop Laud.14 Samuel Adams himself was the fourth of twelve children that were born to his parents, and one of only three of the twelve who survived past age two.

Samuel Adamss mother, Mary, is described by one Adams biographer as a woman of severe religious principles.15 Beyond that Mary Adams suffered the loss of nine of her twelve children, little is known of her.

The patriots father was also named Samuel Adams and is known to history as Samuel the Deacon, or Samuel the Elder, to avoid confusion. It was a prosperous household. Samuel the Elders father, John, was a sea captain who had moved to Boston from what is now Quincy, Massachusetts, in 1687. Samuel the Elder made his living by selling beer makers malt, which he made in a little malt house in his backyardan inspiration for todays Samuel Adams brewery.16 The Adams family lived in a house on Purchase Street with a garden, a small orchard, and land running down to Boston Harbor. Samuel the Elder was involved in politics and city life as a selectman, a justice of the peace, and as a deacon of New South Church, which he had helped to found in 1715 when Old South became too crowded. The people of Boston elected him as a member of the legislature of Massachusetts. He served as a director of a land bank company that issued paper money for use by farmers until the company was outlawed by Parliament in 1741, a British decision that dealt a financial setback to the Adams family.17


The New England Primer, from which young Samuel Adams almost certainly learned to read, included, before even the alphabet, a Bible quote from King David speaking to his son Solomon: My Son, know thou the God of thy Father & Serve Him with a perfect heart, & with a willing mind, for the Lord searcheth all hearts. The primer included an account of the martyrdom of John Rogers, a Protestant minister in London who was burned at the stake on orders of Catholic Queen Mary in 1555. His wife, with nine small children, and one at her breast, following him to the stake, with which sorrowful sight he was not in the least daunted, but with wonderful Patience died courageously for the Gospel of Jesus Christ, was how the primer recounted the story of a man motivated by religious principle meeting death at the hands of a British monarch. The primer also included the Ten Commandments, prefaced with the language from Exodus, chapter 20: God spake all these words, saying, I am the Lord thy God, which have brought thee out of the Land of Egypt, out of the House of Bondage.18 Even the alphabet was taught with religion, from AIn Adams Fall We sinned Allto ZZaccheus he Did climb the Tree His Lord to See.19

Samuel Adams, like five of the fifty-six signers of the Declaration of Independence, attended Boston Latin School. Required reading at Boston Latin School for a students first four years included Aesops Fables, one of the first of which is a tale of a wolf who devoured a lamb despite the lambs refutation of all the wolfs accusations against him. The moral of the story, according to Aesop, is that The tyrant will always find a pretext for his tyranny.20

In years five through seven of the school, students progressed to reading letters, essays, and orations of the Roman politician Marcus Tullius Cicero.21 Cicero lived 1,800 years before Samuel Adams, but his commentary was relevant for more than just learning to conjugate Latin verbs. The letters contained lessons in picking winners in democratic contests: Of the candidates for this years election Caesar is considered certain.22 And in the trade-offs between politics and personal wealth: In regard to my political position, I have resumed what I thought there would be the utmost difficulty in recovering, Cicero wrote, speaking of his resurgent popularity and influence. In regard, however, to my private propertyas to which you are well aware to what an extent it has been crippled, scattered, and plunderedI am in great difficulties.23

Ciceros essay on moral duties described a great and brave soul as one who should undertake the conduct of affairs great, indeed, and, especially, beneficial, but at the same time arduous in the highest degree, demanding severe toil, and fraught with peril not only of the means of comfortable living, but of life itself.24

Samuel Adamss assignments in his final year at Boston Latin School would have also included translating A psalm or something divine into Latin.25 He learned Latin and also Greek under the tutelage of headmaster John Lovell, who was known as the pride of Bostons parents and the terror of its youth.26 Lovell was a loyalist, but his son James became a patriot who was imprisoned by the British for almost eighteen months during the Revolution and who would later serve with Samuel Adams representing Massachusetts in Congress.27

Samuel Adams entered Harvard in 1736 at age fourteen and became one of eight of the signers of the Declaration of Independence who were Harvard graduates. By one account, he was rebuked for oversleeping and missing morning prayers.28 By another, he had to pay a fine as punishment after he was caught violating the ban on distilled liquors by drinking rum.29 At Harvard, of the twenty-three members of the class that entered with Samuel Adams, seven became ministers.30 But Adamss pious parents notwithstanding, it seemed he was not cut out to follow the path of many Harvard graduates of the day into a career as a Protestant minister.

The Harvard presidents in Adamss time were Congregationalist Christian ministers who had been educated at Harvard themselves. When Samuel Adams entered, the president of the college was Benjamin Wadsworth, who had graduated from Harvard in 1690 and had served for thirty years as minister of First Church in Boston. After Wadsworth died on March 16, 1737, Harvards governing boards, after much prayer and deliberation, selected as his successor Edward Holyoke, a minister who had been serving a church in Marblehead, Massachusetts, and who had graduated from Harvard in 1705. Yet even within the relatively strict confines of the religion of the day, which still bore a close resemblance to that of the Puritans who had founded the colony, there was room for debate. At commencement in 1739, three candidates for masters degrees were so bold as to argue the negative to the question Whether Three Persons in the Godhead are revealed by the Old Testament.31 More religiously liberal than Yale, Harvard at the time was a place where science was starting to challenge religion, and other basic assumptions were increasingly open to question.


George Whitefield, a priest of the Church of England, arrived in Boston, then a town of about 16,000, in September 1740, just months after Samuel Adams graduated from Harvard. Whitefield was twenty-five years old and Adams had just turned eighteen. On Friday, September 19, Whitefield attended services at Kings Chapel, the Anglican church in Boston that catered to the kings appointees. Friday afternoon, Whitefield spoke to two or three thousand people at the Brattle Street Church, a Congregationalist church whose minister was Samuel Cooper, who would become an important revolutionary patriot. Saturday morning, Whitefield preached at Old South Church. On Sunday he spoke at the Old Church, another Congregationalist church, then preached to 12,000 or 15,000 people outdoors on Boston Common.32

On Monday morning he preached at the New North Church, where, Whitefield recorded in his diary, most of the audience wept for a considerable time.33 Monday afternoon Whitefield was to speak at the New South Church, where Samuel Checkley, who had baptized Samuel Adams, was the minister. There the crowd that gathered to hear Whitefield was so large and excited that it panicked and stampeded. Joseph Sewall, the minister of Old South Church, recorded it this way: There was a vast assembly at Mr. Checkleys, to hear him, but were thrown into great confusion from a groundless imagination that the gallery gave way. Several were trod to death as the crowd pressd out of the House, 3 died almost presently, 2 since of their wounds. I think a lad jumpd out of the window, and was killd by the fall. Others were grievously wounded.34

Whitefield himself tells of discovering the disaster. I happened to come in the midst of the Uproar, and saw two or three lying on the Ground on a pitiable Condition. The preacher also tells of his response. Whitefield attempted revenge on Satan by moving the sermon outdoors onto Boston Common, where a crowd listened in the rain: God was pleased to give some Presence of Mind, so that I gave Notice, I would immediately preach in the Common. The Weather was wet, but above eight Thousand followed into the Fields, to whom, I preached. I endeavord, as God enabled me, to improve what had befallen us, and tho Satan in this has bruised our Heels; yet I doubt not but even this will be a Means of bruising his accursed Head.35

So it went around the Boston area for nearly a month. Whitefield preached to seven thousand in Harvard Yard in Cambridge, where, he reported, the president treated him very civilly.36 He preached to a crowd of blacks in Boston about the apostle Philips conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch. He prayed with the governor of the colony and with the poor at the almshouse.37 Almost every evening the house where he lodged was thronged, to hear his prayer and counsels, reported Thomas Prince, one of the pastors of Old South Church.38 He preached in Marblehead, Salem, Ipswich, Portsmouth, and York, two sermons a day, sometimes in churches with aisles so crowded he had to enter through a window. His farewell sermon on Boston Common drew thirty thousand people from all over New England. Whitefield recorded that he exhorted them steadily to imitate the Piety of their Forefathers.39 When Whitefield left Boston, the governor of Massachusetts followed him, weeping, forty-five miles west, all the way to Worcester. Joseph Sewall wrote in his diary, It is wonderful to behold a young man (about 26) preaching thus twice a day, with great earnestness, the Gospel of Christ. Many, particularly among the youth, seem to be affected.40

Whitefield at this time was nominally an Anglican, a member of the Church of England, an Episcopalian, while the overwhelming majority of New Englanders, including Adams, were Congregationalists, descendants of the Puritan dissenters from the Church of England. (Many of the Congregationalists would eventually become Unitarians, but not until the early nineteenth century.) Whitefields strict theology of predestination was controversial, as was even the very idea of itinerant preaching. Adams, while no disciple of Whitefield, seems to have been among those youth affected by the visit. Shortly afterward, he joined the Brattle Street Church.41 While church attendance was widespread at the time, church membership was limited to those who underwent a conversion experience. Though at least one historian has claimed that the Samuel Adams who joined the Brattle Street Church in 1742 was another man of the same name,42 the evidence suggests that the new church member was our Samuel Adamsyears later the churchs minister sent a letter confirming as much.43

Beyond that, it is unquestionable that Whitefields visit to Boston left a lasting impression on Samuel Adams. Forty years later, in December of 1780, Adams wrote to a friend of how Whitefield thundered in the pulpit against Assemblies & Balls.44 That a preacher could draw a crowd of twice the population of Boston and cause a frenzy that killed five underscores the Great Awakening of religious fervor that accompanied Whitefields visit. The Reverends Benjamin Colman and William Cooper of Bostons Brattle Street Church called Whitefield the wonder of the age.45 His visit to New England is perhaps described most dramatically by a Connecticut farmer, Nathaniel Cole, in an account worth repeating for the way it portrays the effect of Whitefields visit on individual souls:


I saw before me a Cloud of fogg rising; I first thought it came from the great River, but as I came nearer the Road, I heard a noise something like a low rumbling thunder and presently found it was the noise of Horses feet coming down the Road and this Cloud was a Cloud of dust made by the Horses feet; it arose some Rods into the air over the tops of Hills and trees and when I came within about 20 rods of the Road, I could see men and horses Sliping along in the Cloud like shadows and as I drew nearer it seemed more like a steady Stream of horses and their riders, scarcely a horse more than his length behind another, all of a Lather and foam with sweat, their breath rolling out of their nostrils every Jump; every horse seemed to go with all his might to carry his rider to hear news from heaven for the saving of Souls, it made me tremble to see the Sight.

Mr. Whitfeldlooked almost angellicala young, slim, slender youth before some thousands of people, and with a bold, undaunted countenance. And my hearing how God was with him everywhereit solemnized my mind, and put me in a trembling fear before he began to preach, for he looked as if he was Cloathed with authority from the great Godand my hearing him preach gave me a heart wound, by gods blessing.46



When Samuel Adams returned to Harvard to receive his masters degree in 1743, at age twenty-one, it was for arguing in the affirmative the question Whether it be lawful to resist the supreme magistrate, if the commonwealth can not be otherwise preserved? As it was thirty-three years before the Declaration of Independence, this was an episode that provided support for comments like the one quoted by John Adams in a letter to his wife, Abigail, in January 1794: I pitty Mr. Sam. Adams for he was born a Rebel.47

Rebel not being a paying profession at the time, Adams became an apprentice in the counting house of a prominent Boston merchant, Thomas Cushing. He opened his own store, but by one account, he was more interested in reading about politics and literature than in paying attention to ledgers, invoices, and bookkeeping.48 He ended up in his parents home, subsisting on the income from their malt house.

His father died March 8, 1748,49 at age fifty-seven. Samuel Adams was twenty-four. His loss must have been salved somewhat by the entrance into his life of Elizabeth Checkley, the daughter of the minister who had baptized him. Increase and Cotton Mather and Benjamin Wadsworth had ordained her father, who was himself a 1715 graduate of Harvard and the son of a deacon of Old South Church. Elizabeth Checkleys mother, Elizabeth Rolfe, was rescued as a little girl by a black slave who hid her in the cellar during an Indian raid that killed Elizabeth Rolfes father, Rev. Benjamin Rolfe, Harvard class of 1684.50

Elizabeth Checkley and Samuel Adams had more than Harvard and Christianity in common. Her familys losses nearly exactly matched his; she was one of only three of the twelve Checkley children to survive to adulthood. Her father, while despondent over the deaths of so many of his children, at least still was alive, and on Tuesday, October 17, 1749, the Reverend Samuel Checkley officiated at the marriage of Samuel Adams, twenty-seven, and Elizabeth Checkley, twenty-four. The union was described in the family as an extremely happy one.51 She was pregnant in 1750 and gave birth to a boy who lived for only eighteen days. A year later, she gave birth to a son, Samuel, who lived to adulthood. In 1753 she gave birth to a third child, a son, who lived only thirty-seven hours. Her first daughter was born in 1754 and died after three months and nine days. Her second daughter, Hannah, was born in 1756 and lived to adulthood. Her sixth delivery, in 1757, was a stillborn son. For nineteen days, she lingered. Then, at 8 A.M. on Sunday, July 25, 1757, she passed away. Samuel Adams wrote in his family Bible, To her husband she was as sincere a Friend as she was a faithful Wife. She ran her Christian race with remarkable steadiness and finished in triumph. She left two small children. God grant they may inherit her graces.52

It may have been the rush of good feelings from the beginning of the relationship with Elizabeth Checkley that emboldened Samuel Adams to try his hand at newspaper writing. His debut was with a weekly called the Independent Advertiser, which published from 1748 to 1750. The printers promised a most welcome reception to whatsoever may be adapted to state and defend the rights and liberties of mankind, to advance useful knowledge and the cause of virtue.53 Samuel Adams took them up on their offer with a pair of essays that, like his masters degree question, foreshadowed the campaign he was to lead in the decades ahead. In Loyalty and Sedition, Adams wrote that true loyalty cannot exist in an arbitrary government, because true loyalty is founded in the love and possession of liberty. He wrote that The true object of loyalty is a good legal constitution, which, as it condemns every instance of oppression and lawless power, derives a certain remedy to the sufferer by allowing him to remonstrate his grievances, and pointing out methods of relief when the gentle arts of persuasion have lost their efficacy.

In another essay, Adams observed, There is no one thing which mankind are more passionately fond of, which they fight with more zeal for, which they possess with more anxious jealousy and fear of losing, than liberty. He called liberty the choicest gift that Heaven has lent to man. He said that the charter of the Massachusetts Bay Colony secures to us all the English liberties, besides which we have some additional privileges which the common people there have not. These additional privileges are thanks to our fathersthe Puritanswho had so severely felt the effects of tyranny and the weight of the bishops yoke, that they underwent the greatest difficulties and toils to secure to themselves and transmit to their posterity these invaluable blessings. Adams cautioned in this essay that there is a difference between talking about liberty and acting with respect for it. It is not unfrequent, he wrote, to hear men declaim loudly upon liberty, who, if we may judge by the whole tenor of their actions, mean nothing else by it than their own liberty,to oppress without control or the restraint of laws all those who are poorer or weaker than themselves. And he linked the idea of true liberty to that of virtue: Neither the wisest constitution nor the wisest laws will secure the liberty and happiness of a people whose manners are universally corrupt.54

These issues were more than mere abstractions for Samuel Adams and his fellow Bostonians. In May 1747, the pastor of the First Church in Boston, Charles Chauncy, preached an election sermon stressing that rulers must take all proper care to preserve entire the civil rights of a people by appearing in defence of their liberties and guarding against the designs of those, who would rule in a despotic manner.55 Liberty seemed at risk in immediate and tangible ways. In late November 1747, a British naval commodore sent a gang of seamen into Boston and seized fifty of the towns 16,000 residents by force to help man his ships. Fortunately for the fifty, a crowd of Bostonians gathered, attacked the British sailors, and freed the captives. Then the crowd marched to the governors house and demanded that the British sailors be prosecuted.56

Property, too, was at risk of being snatched up by the British or their agents. The sheriff, Stephen Greenleaf, was threatening to auction off the house of Samuel Adams the Elderthe house in which Samuel Adams the son now livedto settle what he said were the estates obligations from the closed Land Bank. A notice was placed in the Boston Evening Post of March 9, 1752, declaring that the auction would take place at the Royal Exchange Tavern in King Street from 3 P.M. to 5 P.M. That sale was apparently staved off, but not for good, as on October 27, 1755, Samuel Adams took to the pages of the Boston Gazette to protest that the sheriffs advertisement for sale of Samuel Adams the Elders property would tend to weaken the security of English property. By writing in the newspaper, Samuel Adams was appealing to the people, to the court of popular opinion. Lest it should be thought I act an unreasonable part, I desire it may be known that there is a dispute whether the estate is indebted to the Land Bank Company, or the Company to the estate, and the Merits of the Cause have never been fairly and legally heard. Adams said that all he was asking for was to be treated with the privileges of a British subject, protected by its Constitution and laws. And he warned that anyone who tried to buy the land could count on its being defended by its present Owners and Possessors, with the whole Strength of Law.57

Undeterred, the sheriff kept trying, without success, to sell the estate. A March 1, 1756, advertisement in the Boston Evening Post read, Whereas the Real Estate of Samuel Adams, late of Boston, Esq., deceased, taken by Execution to satisfy his dues to the late Land Bank or Manufactory Company, has divers times been exposed to public sale, but has not yet been sold: notice is herby given, that the said Estate will be sold by the subscriber to such person as will give most for the same.

As Samuel Adams advanced as a writer and as a husband, he was also following in his fathers footsteps and beginning a political career, entering political life as an officeholder for the town of Boston. This was not necessarily as glorious an honor as one might think; about 115 individuals were selected for various obscure tasks. There were four hogreeves, officers charged with taking care of stray hogs. Other Bostonians served as fire wardens, cullers of staves, fence-viewers, informers of deer, and surveyor of hemp. On March 12, 1753, Samuel Adams was chosen by the Town Meeting as one of twelve town scavengers, empowered to keep the streets clean.58 On March 15, 1756, the Boston Evening Post reported that, at the annual meeting of freeholders and other inhabitants of the town, he had been chosen one of four collectors of taxes.59 He was returned to the office for another year in March of 1757, the Boston Weekly News-Letter reported on March 17, 1757, a report confirmed in the Boston Evening Post of March 21, 1757. And for another year in March of 1758, the Boston Evening Post and the Boston Post Boy both reported March 20, 1758.

The tax collector job into which Samuel Adams settled was only slightly more dignified than that of hogreeve or scavenger, as Cicero himself had recognized in a text that Samuel Adams had probably read at Boston Latin School: Now as to the trades and modes of getting gain that are to be regarded as respectable, and those that are to be deemed mean and vulgar, the general opinion is as follows: In the first place, those callings are held in disesteem that come into collision with the ill will of men, as that of tax gatherers.60

Why did Adams do it? He needed the money. Tax collectors were entitled to keep between 3 percent and 12 percent of what they collected, depending on the year.61 For an up-and-coming politician, the job was also an opportunity to accumulate favors. The collectors enjoyed a certain degree of discretion. Abatements could win many friends, wrote a historian of Boston, G. B. Warden, who found records from 1761 and 1763 showing that Adams always waited until after the May elections to begin collecting taxes.62 One biographer claimed that Adams seldom made an outright demand for money and was easily put off for weeks, months, and even years.63

The job ended messily for Adams. He eventually sued some delinquent taxpayers, and then was sued himself by the town for failing to collect all the taxes he was supposed to have collected. The debt dragged on for years after he had left the position.64 The firsthand experience in colonial aversion to paying taxeseven those levied by governments in which the taxpayers participated by elections or town meetingswould nonetheless be useful background for Adams.

The difficulty in collecting taxes came in a Boston whose residents were quite sophisticated about minimizing their own taxes and understanding the effect of a high tax rate on the growth of a city. The June 9, 1755, issue of the weekly Boston Gazette featured a front-page letter from a Bostonian complaining about an increased tax burden falling on fewer taxpayers as some Bostonians left the town for lower-tax jurisdictions:


The business of the Town is still decaying, the taxes are not at all lessened, but continue very highA great many of our industrious inhabitants are gone into the country, the burden now falls on a small number; and they less able to bear it than everThis number is still decreasing, the rich complain of their rates, and some have moved and others are about moving into the country towns, where they are greatly eased. For my own part, I have a love for my native Town, but as my taxes are so large, I am resolved to move my family into the country.



Boston may have had a need for officials to monitor the deer and hogs in its streets, which smelled of manure, of wood smoke, and of salt air. But it was worldly about taxes, and, increasingly, about other matters as well. The towns newspapersand there were several of them, published weeklycarried ads for brown Pomeranian linen, India ginghams, ebony bone and ivory stick fans, looking-glasses of several sizes in mahogany frames, wallpaper, and womens and mens kidd and lamb white and colourd gloves and mittens, all imported by way of London.65 A walk through the colonial gallery at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston is a reminder that Boston at this time was less a frontier backwater than an elegant provincial capital. In one case gleam silver sugar bowls and creampots, tankards and flagons with hinged lids crafted by Paul Revere. Along the walls stand cabinets, chests, and chairs, their mahogany surfaces polished to a high gloss, gracefully curved wooden legs extending elegantly to carved toes with claws. Oil paintings by John Singleton Copley portray the Boston merchants wearing fine silk and velvet, their wives draped in double-strands of pearls, gem-studded brooches, and lace-trimmed dresses.

Even some of the less wealthy among the Bostonians, such as Samuel Adams, had far-flung real estate holdings. Adams had an interest in land on the west side of the Kennebunk River in what is now Maine, but was then part of the Royal Colony of Massachusetts. (Maine would not become a state of its own until 1820.) A notice he placed in the October 22, 1755, Boston Gazette called a meeting in Boston of the proprietors of that tract with the agenda, among other things, to raise money to assist the inhabitants in building a Meeting House, and settling a minister among them.66 It is unclear how the venture turned out.

In mid-eighteenth-century Massachusetts, Boston was one of 227 towns in a colony that stretched along the coast from what is now Maine in the north, southward to Nantucket and Marthas Vineyard off Cape Cod, and inland to the Berkshires towns of Lenox and Great Barrington.67 A 1722 map of the city depicts a harbor crammed with shipyards and twenty-six wharfs, including an Adams wharf and the seven-hundred-yard, appropriately named, Long Wharf. The map records that of the towns three thousand houses, one thousand were of brick and the rest of timber. At least eleven churches coexisted more or less peacefully with nearly one hundred taverns and two dozen distilleries.68


Clashes between British and French interests in the West Indies, in Nova Scotia, and in the Ohio River Valley in 1754 meant that Bostonians were beginning to anticipate a full-scale war. The pastor of the West Church in Boston, Jonathan Mayhew, laid some of the theological groundwork for it in a sermon delivered before Governor William Shirley, the Governors Council, and the House of Representatives on election day, May 29, 1754. Mayhew said that French Catholic missionaries put the Indians in great danger of apostatizing from their natural paganism and barbarity into that which is worse, the religion of Romea religion calculated rather to make men wicked rather than to keep them from being so. He warned, Do I see Christianity banished for popery! The Bible, for the mass-book!69

Samuel Adamss father-in-law, Rev. Samuel Checkley, followed up the next year with a May 28, 1755, election day sermon delivered to the colonys leaders at the annual ceremony. Titled A Day of Darkness, Checkleys address bemoaned the growth of sin and the decay of religion among us. As for the oncoming war, Checkley embraced it, rejecting pacifism. War will sometimes be inevitable, he preached. There are those, I am sensible, who doubt the lawfulness of Christians making war on any occasion; but to me it seems plain that there can be no just ground therefor either from reason or revelation.

Addressing Shirley, Checkley said, Our hearty wish, and earnest prayer for you, is that the Lord, who is a man of war, would teach your hands to war, and your fingers to fight, and would do the same to officers and soldiers under you. The sermon concluded with a prayer that It be said of us, as it was of Israel, Who is like unto thee, O people saved by the lord, the shield of thine help, and who is the sword of thine excellency!70

When King George II indeed declared war on the French king, on May 18, 1756, it was with what a dispatch from the London Gazette reprinted in the Boston Gazette of August 2 called the solemnities customary on the like occasion. A party of horse-grenadier guards led the way, followed by the beadles of Westminster with staves, the constables of Westminster followed by the high constable of Westminster with his staff, the officers of the high bailiff of Westminster on horseback with white wands, drums and a drum major, trumpets and a sergeant-trumpeter bearing a mace, followed by assorted heralds and sergeants at arms. The text of the declaration of warrelying on the Help of Almighty God, in our just undertaking, and being assured of the hearty concurrence and assistance of our subjectswas proclaimed four times in various corners of London, the spectators at each place expressing their satisfaction by loud acclamations.

That acclamation extended to Massachusetts. Samuel Adamss cousin Amos Adams was born in 1728, graduated from Harvard in 1752, and eventually married a daughter of Rev. Charles Chauncy, the minister of the First Church in Boston. Amos Adams, a pastor in Roxbury, on June 4, 1759, delivered a sermon before the governor in Boston that was titled The Expediency and Utility of War, in the Present State of Things, Considered. It looked to the Israelites as examples of how God sometimes secretly influences and spirits his people to stand up in defense of liberty and religion. Adams said God gave charge to the Israelites to be the executioners of his vengeance upon the Cannanitish nations; to make no peace with them, til they were utterly destroyed from off the Earth; and in a wonderful Manner assisted them to execute the awful commission: a judgment which those nations deserved for their idolatry. Amos Adams went on to use the same text that Samuel Checkley did in his sermon on war: We likewise find military skill and power ascribed to God; He teaches, says David, my hands to war, and my fingers to fight: This special Influence, this powerful assistance, has often been experienced in a just cause, in the Defence of his People, in executing the particular commands of Heaven.

Amos Adams preached that every lawful attempt to revive, improve, and propagate military skill and discipline be regarded as a public Good, and, further, that men of military character be respected as, under God, the guardians of our lives, liberties, property and religion. Military discipline, he said, could help protect America against an invading enemy. This was more than a merely theoretical threat, Amos Adams counseled: We may expect this New World will henceforth be the seat of war; we may
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