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				There never was a Democracy yet that did not commit suicide.

				— JOHN ADAMS (1814)

				In truth Human Nature itself is little more than a composition of inconsistencies.

				— JOHN QUINCY ADAMS (1814)
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					“A New DISPLAY of the UNITED STATES,” 1799. The successor to a 1794 head-and-shoulders portrait of President George Washington surrounded by the seals of the states, this broadside features President John Adams as another uniter and protector at the center of the Union. The draping behind him is a staged presentation, symbolizing both grandeur and openness to light and truth; the whole reaffirms the chief executive’s image as an embodiment of the nation. This is a rare example of an Adams being granted Washingtonian status.

				
			
		

	
		
			EXORDIUM*

			Mythic Democracy

			They were the only two chief executives in the American republic’s first half century to be turned out of office after a single term. There is no giant marble memorial to either of them in Washington, D.C.1 Alive or dead, they do not embody the beau ideal of the democratic spirit. Who would claim that John and John Quincy Adams speak credibly, meaningfully, to the modern age? We would.

			It is precisely because they are not obvious symbols of democracy that we find the two Adamses compelling subjects as we search for a better way to understand how the United States could have proceeded from its ecstatic opening pledge—the magnanimous “spirit of 1776”—to where it is today as a distressed political system. No historical investigator until now has committed to telling in any depth the story of the first father-and-son presidents. In these pages, we retie the broken threads of our nearly 250-year-old political inheritance. We see the Adamses’ experiences and their unpopular (but not necessarily wrong) positions as an opportunity to present to the politically engaged of our own time an accurate picture of a political heritage too many Americans are loath to address. It includes, but is not limited to, the unfortunate tribalism of the two-party system.

			With a fixation on influence-buying, poll-shifting dollars, we live at a moment in history when confusion reigns as to the dependability of all high-sounding founding-era rhetoric. If you were to ask an average citizen what America stands for, he or she would most likely repeat something from grade school about freedom and democracy. The simplistic response is not to be mocked, but it does betray what’s wrong: lack of definition. The framers of the Constitution did not erect a democracy. It was not their intent to do so. We must not assume that the United States is a democracy today either. That is why we have written this book. The presidents Adams are our vehicle in an effort to provide a germane, perhaps even urgent, interpretation of the nature of American politics. Persistent myths can no longer suffice.2

			How, then, do we extend the discussion from what we think we know about the two Adamses to what we should know about them? John Adams, the second president, assumed a lead role in the looming Revolution, vocally defending the Declaration of Independence when it came before the Continental Congress. But that is not what we consider most memorable about him. John Quincy Adams, the sixth president, was the first president not to have been old enough to take part in the Revolution; he stood before the Supreme Court in 1841 and argued valorously in order to win freedom for the kidnapped Africans who had dispatched their captors on board the Amistad. But that is not what we consider most memorable about him. The best reasons we find for remembering the Adamses are those that concern their stubborn insights into human psychology. They understood the tricky relationship between human nature and political democracy, and how emotionally induced thought often undermined social and political justice.

			To the extent that their critique has been dislodged from America’s proud history, it is because it does not comport with the ecstatic, celebratory, self-congratulatory script that grew into the political faith we know as “American exceptionalism.” If the emotive writer Thomas Jefferson planted the seeds of exceptionalism (“this whole chapter in the history of man is new,” he pronounced), the presidents Adams cultivated a cautionary, less intoxicating political science favoring a balance of interests to counteract those urges that led a ruling few to undemocratic self-aggrandizement.3

			The two shared a critical disposition in perceiving (much as we moderns claim we can perceive) the hollowness of celebrity. They saw how image supplanted truth and how the public mind was captured by a clever concept that hid a political agenda. They took note as popular personalities acquired power over citizens’ minds. Thomas Jefferson and Andrew Jackson were perfect examples. But they were neither the first nor the last.

			The presidents Adams knew that the powerful in government were elitists, no matter what they called themselves. There were those, like Jefferson, Jackson, and many of their fellow southerners, who skillfully employed a rhetoric that concealed their class interests, their impulse to protect those most like themselves; and there were those in the Adamses’ New England who dismissed all social inferiors without apology. The two Adamses might have been snobs in their own way, but they hated all forms of deception and intimidation, subtle or direct, regardless of its origin. To the endless frustration of father and son, each spent the greater part of his political career facing the same charge: of holding an especially dangerous degree of elitist sympathy. Guilty or not, they took a perverse pride in refusing to court public opinion through dishonest means. They were, in short, pained politicians.

			The presidents Adams were never very sanguine about the two-party system, and this may be the most distinguishing feature in their political profile. Others forecast a favorable outcome to party competition, convinced that voters could safely decide which of two candidates best represented the majority’s interests. The Adamses balked at this vision. They decried the hypnotic sway of “party distinctions” and “party spirit” as the bane of political life.4

			On the day of his own inauguration as president, betting against his father’s prognosis for one brief shining moment, John Quincy Adams allowed that the two parties that dominated the early years of the Republic had both contributed “splendid talents” and “ardent patriotism” along with the more obvious “human infirmity and error.” For these defects, he adjudged, a “liberal indulgence” was due. Inaugural addresses were, then as now, intended to inspire more than to describe a work agenda, and over the course of a long and ruffled career in deliberative bodies John Quincy would nevermore invoke party business without presenting it as a history of manifest intrigue. Political parties did not guarantee democracy to everyone; they merely protected the interests of their most influential members.

			It is easy to relate to John Quincy’s inauguration day remarks on the “collisions of sentiments and sympathies” that accompanied party rivalry. Father and son identified flaws built into the two-party system that would prove fatal to the Union in 1860, and that continue to harass political society even now. As conspicuously, they detested the provocative mania parties allowed for, when they roused an intense enthusiasm for select, heroically framed men without objectively assessing their merit first.

			Few understand how much the Adamses worried about the emergence of one or another form of aristocracy in America, whether it was a moneyed oligarchy or a slave-owning planter contingent that spoke with a single voice. Any faction that held outlandish power over laws and lawmaking threatened good government. Their cure for malignant control was to be found in institutional solutions aimed at simultaneously mitigating personality-driven considerations and preserving a balance of power across social classes.

			To synthesize, then, as much as this book centers on the Adamses’ still fertile, endlessly rewarding world, it reassesses the roots of the fractured democracy of today. It tackles misperceptions, beginning with our common assumptions about democracy’s historical inevitability as a function of ethical progress. It challenges the orthodox American faith in “government by the people.” That hallowed phrase explains nothing. It ignores the real question: Who makes the wheels of power turn?

			

			•   •   •

			The world of John and John Quincy Adams encompassed the privacy of the hearth and the publicity of political councils. We encounter father and son on turbulent seas and inside crowded coaches ranging across continents. We see a lot of them in diplomatic garb as they faced the titled of Europe, unawed. In and out of legislative assemblies, they voiced what few politicians ever speak aloud: a conviction that “the people” are not always right, can be misled, and will arrive at conclusions with insufficient information.

			In taking the temperature of heated times, the learned presidents Adams feared the effects of what was then called “popular enthusiasm.” They personify an intellectual tradition too easily conflated with political conservatism and actually something apart. We describe it as a dissent from democracy. Theirs was, to be more precise, a nonpartisan rejection of the impersonation of democracy that the Jeffersonian-Jacksonian synthesis came to mean; theirs was an honest questioning of the sometimes slick democratic doctrine preserved in axioms that morphed into an enduring vision of a fair and impartial world predicated on American values. But we know implicitly, don’t we, that our national ideal is just that, an ideal, and that democratic rhetoric masks undemocratic reality to the extent that powerful interests everywhere call the shots?

			In their wide travels, the Adamses observed the abuses brought on by monarchy. But they also saw fundamental flaws in the quasi-religious adoration of the spirit of democracy. In 1800, from Berlin, John Quincy wrote of these paired problems to his then-president father. He saw across Europe evidence of “the ill consequences of power in hereditary succession,” and he witnessed the concurrent failure of the French Revolution to produce good government. A decade after the fall of the Bastille, the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte proved to the younger Adams “the tendency of all the absurd and wicked theories of equality and fraternity, and representative democracy, to end in absolute and hereditary sway.”5

			It is remarkable, then, that John Q. Adams was the first to publicly proclaim—in his underappreciated inaugural address as president, twenty-five years later—that his country’s system of government was “a confederated representative democracy.” Nevertheless, he and his father both questioned whether there would ever be a way to guarantee that good judgment and moral excellence rose to the top in American politics. While humans remained subject to their passions, it was empirically true that the favored theory of Western democracy did not ensure positive outcomes. The Adamses sensed this and did not shy away from saying so.

			This is dangerous territory; after all, no one wants to be told that the dynamic story of the rise of democracy is an exercise in mass self-delusion. But the fate of the presidents Adams provides a much-needed lesson in myth busting. We did something similar in our earlier collaboration Madison and Jefferson (2010), wherein we dispelled the long-held illusion that James Madison was Thomas Jefferson’s dutiful political lieutenant. History largely ignored their coequal relationship, buried Madison’s partisan identity, and portrayed his presidency in gloomy terms while greatly overstating his triumph at the Constitutional Convention.

			The mismanagement of history around the Adamses is perhaps even greater. Father and son are seen as obstructionists, stuffed shirts, surly malcontents, who were resistant to the supposed good intentions embedded in Jeffersonian and Jacksonian democracy. Instead of viewing them as contrarians, we should know them as serious students of a road not taken, two who insisted that competence and rational judgment should supersede hollow celebrity and contrived popularity in a republic where votes ought always to register the choices of an informed citizenry.

			

			•   •   •

			This is where we turn next: to the Adamses’ unqualified rejection of the “cult of personality” that diminished them in the national imagination.6 When John and John Quincy Adams protested, in turn, the power of image over merit, and men over lawful institutions, they regarded personality as an illegitimate political force, a psychological tool designed to stimulate vulnerable citizens’ desires. All humans craved notice, fame, renown; if they could not attain it themselves, they found an object to worship vicariously. In that sense, democracy was about representation, which required a certain theatricality or, as John Adams put it, “glitter.” He bemoaned the fact that candidates had to promote themselves and “make the mob stare and gape.”7

			The phenomenon of political idol worship kept pace with the rise of parties, to the point of redefining the collective personality of Americans in the eyes of prominent European visitors such as Frances Trollope and Alexis de Tocqueville. Writing after the election of “the Hero” Andrew Jackson in 1828, these two, and others in their wake, made incisive remarks about a boisterous, impulsive, supremely self-confident race of people whose pride in democracy seemed unbounded. George Washington’s personal aversion to the public’s glorification of him had not taken root.8

			In these pages, we adapt the term “cult of personality” to an all-embracing interest in the quasi-aristocratic bent that Americans refuse to see but that attaches not only to the historical Washington, Jefferson, and Jackson—monumental names—but also to families such as the Kennedys and Roosevelts. We have presidents Bush as well as presidents Adams because of the artificial weight accorded to names. Americans paradoxically prize the principle of equality and ogle admiringly at self-made billionaires and tabloid royalty. Force of personality has been at the heart of the American people’s reflection on past actors, just as it plays a key role in quadrennial campaign hype. Force of personality does not apply to the presidents Adams, whose historical character stands in contrast to the democratic hero-worshipping compulsion.9

			Disdaining the need to establish themselves as leaders of a political party, John and John Quincy Adams promoted themselves as worldly men who would make sound decisions. They were rejected at the polls for failing to galvanize the voting public. And yet their losses were narrow ones. Bright careers as patriots and public servants paved the way for their rise to the highest national office, while their stern moral values went largely unappreciated. America’s evolving national self-image required a more freewheeling sense of what it meant to enjoy liberty than what they projected.10

			This does not mean that “real democracy” ever supplanted an Adamsian version of government or national identity. It only means that others are seen to personify American democracy far better than they. Let us not lose this distinction. Our mythic democracy rejects the Adamses; it typecasts them as misfits, as poor representatives of a transformative idea that even now some lovers of country think of as divinely inspired. The Adamses are remembered as old-fashioned and curmudgeonly. Democracy is the opposite, a source of positive energy. As a revolutionary, John Adams helped to invent the myth. If he lost his way, his son never quite caught up to the pace of democratization either.

			There could be only one national father: George Washington. His image was twisted and ultimately remolded into a supreme spirit, the self-contained One who embodied disinterested republicanism. Heaven sent and heaven returned, Washington was dead before the hate-spewing election of 1800 pitted the transactional opposites John Adams and Thomas Jefferson against each other. The success of Jefferson’s party (Democratic-Republican or Republican), and later Andrew Jackson’s (Democratic), allowed successful partisans to claim lineage to a desirable political style. If Jeffersonianism somehow registered the popular will, even though Jeffersonian officeholders were of the same class background as their supposedly elitist rivals, the so-called age of Jackson baked into America’s apple-pie history the enchanting notion that popular democracy was an unstoppable force. Either you “got it” or you were a snob. We all know which category the Adamses were forced into by celebrants of the quintessential American idea.11

			

			•   •   •

			Good history must challenge popular assumptions when they are backed by uncertain evidence. It is in this way that we are able to learn that capital D “Democracy” did not magically “arise” (as many high school and college texts will assert) or lodge in the receptive hearts of eager voters, fulfilling the wise founders’ collective vision. This mytho-pietistic narrative formula belongs to something called “consensus history.” Adhering to its built-in limitations only guarantees repetition of the best possible America from one history book to the next, misleading generations of readers. Only one sharp thorn, slavery, stands out amid a rosy saga.

			Consensus history does not particularly like the presidents Adams. They did not usher in a celebrated “age of” anything. They lost popular favor and, with it, a positive role in democracy’s gloried trajectory. As writers, they shared a marvelous whimsicality that is overlooked. As humanists, they get overshadowed by Jefferson. As moral philosophers, they had a common lifelong fascination with the Roman statesman Marcus Tullius Cicero that reveals an assimilation of fine-tuned historical messages that should resonate but does not any longer.

			There were many other thinkers, ancient and modern, who impressed the Adamses, but Cicero, in particular, was to them, and to many other knowledge seekers in post-Revolutionary America, a symbol of farsighted political courage. As a nineteenth-century translator of his political works said of Cicero, he considered himself “too great a man for party,” and this was the two Adamses’ idealized image of themselves as well. As the personification of Roman excellence, Cicero could (in the translator’s words) waft “above all sects and schisms,” draw from the good in competing party platforms, and, with a dastardly, well-honed wit, “lash their errors and corruptions with unsparing satire.” That, as we shall see, was as Adamsian a political profile as it was Ciceronian. If the politician Cicero sided with the aristocrats of his day, it was only because the democrats he knew were “a very dangerous, precipitous, and violent body,” too easily drawn to demagogues. They took unwise chances, “clamoured” recklessly for experimental acts, and did not as often act in the popular interest as their name might imply. As Cicero himself put it, the object of good government was to dispose of anxiety, not intensify it. The American idea of democracy had, built in, an intense contradiction: as a force for good, it offered freedom of expression, but it had a downside, too, in the dangerous fallout from high-spirited public performances that fueled hatreds. 12

			If educated Americans of the early nineteenth century embraced the familiar symbol of the rags-to-riches philosopher/inventor/diplomat Benjamin Franklin (John Adams’s powerful nemesis), they were also taught to internalize Cicero’s life well lived, a life cut short by political assassination. Their models of public speech and writing were not ours but are relatable in emotional suggestion to, say, Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have a Dream” speech—maxims and mottoes and imagery meant to prod individuals to virtue and achievement. Early Americans did not have the visual cues we do, however. Theirs was a typographical age, in which poetry (William Shakespeare, John Milton, Lord Byron, and lesser knowns then deemed great) served a large purpose in reimagining a distant past. Just as the poets found inspiration in antiquity, America’s Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary writers borrowed the names and reputations of giants to enlarge the character of their men of consequence: Washington was popularly drawn as the manly and virtuous Roman Cincinnatus, the fiery orator Patrick Henry as the Greek Demosthenes. Today, when we enshrine the founders as unmatched and unimpeachable, we grant them the very status they assigned to classical models. All of these individuals symbolized sacrifice—the antithesis of political self-aggrandizement.

			Image building was a constant in the politics of the early republic, just as it is today. No one felt as deeply as the two presidents Adams that image carried undue weight. So, does American history have some sort of problem with unimposing bald men? That sounds flip, of course, though the next one-term president after the Adamses, Martin Van Buren of New York, might concur. Tall presidents of the nation’s formative years are the ones regarded as most striking: Washington, Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln all exceeded six feet in height, while the second and sixth presidents were among the shortest at five feet seven or thereabouts.

			George Washington was as far from a backslapping politician as one can imagine. The soft-spoken Jefferson was imperturbable when he appeared in a public setting. The less than magnetic Jameses, Madison and Monroe, were not dramatic orators either. The dynamic, charismatic Alexander Hamilton and Aaron Burr, their names forever linked, were no taller than the Adamses. So, the presidents Adams actually fit right in. It is posterity that has, for its own purposes, accorded magnetic qualities to select members of the Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary generations.

			By addressing the symptoms of political dysfunction, The Problem of Democracy reveals a good deal more than how father and son presidents constituted a damaged dynasty. One cannot fit something as amorphous as “democracy” into a rational category. It is not a given. The Adamses didn’t suddenly wake up on the wrong side of democracy. Democracy was something that winners declared. They found it useful to them to exclude the presidents Adams from a mighty genealogy.

			But the truth is that democracy is as mythic as it is real. When we revisit the “losers,” if that’s what the presidents Adams are, it is not to go against the grain but to harvest it.13

			

			•   •   •

			Now for the rules of the road. You may be entering the united worlds of the supremely well-educated “loser presidents” John (1735–1826) and John Quincy (1767–1848) Adams for the first time. An official chronology appears in the back of the book, but without entirely abandoning chronology, we focus on several dynamic themes and present an interdependent portrait of the presidents Adams as inhabitants of a world we only imagine we know.

			To enter their domain, we engage the rich tradition of familiar letter writing and the still young culture of diary writing, which opens the door to everything else that matters: the truly remarkable emotional bond subsisting between father and son; their vast diplomatic activities across Europe over a period of several decades; the broad philosophical engagement that distinguishes them; the intermittent, often polemical writings that gained them notice; matching political styles that made it easy for their enemies to lump them together; and, finally, executive decisions that look surprisingly progressive in historical relief. As our commentary proceeds, the chronology gradually becomes fixed, but the story of the Adamses remains fluid.

			Three full decades separated their births, and twenty-four years passed between the end of John’s presidency and the start of John Quincy’s. Yet their careers overlapped in significant ways. Each demonstrably influenced the other at key moments. We study cause and effect, consistencies and inconsistencies, coherence as well as disruptions. How father and son presidents differed in outlook or impulse is as interesting as marking out their shared beliefs or corresponding habits. This is, incidentally, where any author’s subjectivity becomes most pronounced, which leads to one further explanatory admission: we refuse to accept the ordinary dictate that two generations—John’s and John Quincy’s, the founders and their immediate successors—are to be classified as distinct and separable eras. Tradition dictates that generations are to be studied as isolated units. We provisionally dissent. To isolate generations can sometimes be limiting, and we believe it is in this case.

			What interests us is less what divides than what binds the two generations: a special reverence for all that stood behind the Declaration of Independence. The second and sixth presidents found themselves, at different intervals over the years, reinterpreting the Revolutionary moment. It was the touchstone around which a dynamic politics of memory operated, and they were, despite thirty-two years’ difference in age, equally self-conscious actors in its unfolding history. This is why we want to listen in on their conversations. In charting the flights of memory they took, and by warily, sensitively manipulating the usual textbook chronology, we render time somewhat closer to what our co-subjects admitted to feeling.

			

			•   •   •

			There is more than one way to pass judgment on history. To stand to one side and wave the flag at a metaphysical parade of great presidents is the least original method of encountering its twists and turns. Pausing along the parade route to declare one or another transformational “age” is another conventional formula. Feeding our patriotic conditioning as it is catechized in primary and secondary school, even mature writers will fall back on the convenient story line of a “rise of democracy” from the “age of Jefferson” to the “age of Jackson.”

			It was, rather, an age of one-upmanship. The nation’s formative years saw rival parties battle almost constantly. At one point, they appeared to reconcile. The interlude between the end of the War of 1812 and preparations for the 1824 election is conveniently styled an “Era of Good Feelings.” The label has stuck, and yet throughout the period included in our study, American politics actually shed little of its volatility. For the two Adamses, the future of the United States remained ever worrisome and suspense filled.14

			The “Era of Good Feelings” is a flawed taxonomic invention that leaves out the web of dissent that persisted from age to age, and it sidelines crucial personalities who were actively engaged in creating history. In this book, we recover a number of once-illustrious names that help us add vitality to the Adamses’ story and contribute to a fuller understanding of American political culture. These include James Bayard, Francis Dana, Albert Gallatin, Elbridge Gerry, William Branch Giles, John Hancock, John Jay, Timothy Pickering, Benjamin Rush, John Trumbull, Martin Van Buren, William Vans Murray, and Mercy Otis Warren. We want readers to anticipate their appearance and pay attention to the roles played by these individuals as well as our main protagonists.

			The first president Adams assumed office on March 4, 1797, when the federal government was still situated in the colonial-era capital of Philadelphia. Four years later, he lost his job to his own vice president, Thomas Jefferson, and exited under a cloud from the gloomy, marshy, newly named District of Columbia, or “Washington City.” John and Abigail Adams were the first couple to occupy the President’s House, which was only dubbed the White House in the heyday of their son. The second president Adams resided in that imposing palace, the executive mansion, from 1825 to 1829. He lost both the residence and the country to the upstart Andrew Jackson and spent the remainder of his years in the House of Representatives. His pattern of national service is one that no other president has ever cared to follow.

			As the only single-term presidents in the nation’s first five decades, the father and son Adamses are unique. They had everything going for them. They were Harvard men with animated ideas about nation building. They had strong foreign policy chops, having each served long years in diplomatic posts: France, the Netherlands, and England for the father; the Netherlands, England, Russia, and Prussia for the son. Yet most historical treatments ignore everything else and emphasize ill temper, a disagreeable manner, to somehow justify their shared political failure as presidents.

			The stirring to life of an American political style cannot be contained in symbolism or described in single adjectives. But as we have already begun to show, the changes wrought by the party system and the very language of partisanship add necessary context to the American story, inseparable from real or constructed personalities. Whether the matter at hand was of statewide or national concern, when they engaged in political talk the Adamses and their political contemporaries routinely judged “warm language” or a “cooling” of relations between men of principle in terms of the “state of parties.”15

			John and John Quincy Adams came of age before political parties as we know them existed. This fact matters greatly. There were certainly camps, schools of thought, but it was not until the decade of the 1790s that the self-consciously elitist “interest” known as Federalist and those who promised to accommodate nonelite participation in government, the self-styled Republicans, vied with each other heatedly. Until the next century, no one was comfortable identifying his “interest” as a formal party, because party was a divisive entity, destructive of public order. Federalists and Republicans both disowned the name “party.” They accused their opposition of being the only group to practice the hideous “spirit of party.”16

			Others professed to renounce party spirit, but it was the two Adamses who, among the early presidents, best resisted the hardening of parties. They remained loyal to their common definition of nonpartisan statesmanship. They were, one might also argue, a party of two, adopting their own distinctive, if subdued, partisan identity. If they were outliers, it was owing to this quality of independence. They prescribed a politics that governed and didn’t pander, a politics that operated against “turbulent and ungovernable” ambition, to use a pairing of adjectives to which newspapers and political pamphlets of their day often recurred. President Washington might have entered office as the unanimous choice, a preeminently nonjudgmental leader among those who lent their support to the Constitution, but party spirit became the nation’s torment in the middle of his first term. As the majority marched in lockstep and joined the ranks of one of the two rival parties, John and John Quincy Adams refused to knuckle under to party pressure to conform. We should be struck that the outliers retained their stature under these circumstances.17

			Each was elected president on the basis of a commitment to country, not because of subservience to anyone—not even George Washington. Yet they occupy a compromised position in the national story. It has been said over the years in faculty lounges and academic symposia, too glibly, that John Adams should have retired directly after the Revolution and not written treatises on government, if he wanted to be remembered heroically. As for John Quincy, few Americans give thought to his program as a one-term president, and these commenters tend to laud the sixth president mostly for his stand against slavery, which he came to only later, in his post-presidential career.

			

			•   •   •

			Along with a compulsion to locate heroes, Americans love nothing so much as a smooth, stable narrative. The truth is that the national story is rough and unstable. The country was busy doing things other than “building democracy.”

			For one, hardly anyone realizes anymore how much post-Revolutionary Americans cared about the nation’s position relative to the Old World. The Adamses gave powerful opinions about European manners and prejudices and were profoundly nationalistic in appraising America’s standing on the Continent. The early American republic did not exist in a vacuum. It was starved for news from abroad. Its cultural nexus was as much European as American inflected. At the same time, state and local matters often superseded a more general consciousness of national identity. Modern re-creations of the past tend to overlook the prominence of citizens at the local level who influenced national players and contributed meaningfully to critical debates. Admittedly, this is a lot to wade through. But it’s worth the effort.

			The Adamses force us to reevaluate “winner” and “loser” history. Must winners always have the last word? Must we assume that those who are vanquished at the polls were out of step with enlightened notions of progress? It would hardly seem so.

			In the home library father and son shared, the European Enlightenment was not a utopian mission or a passing fancy. It was a template for useful knowledge and their common guide to a sophisticated tone of criticism. Before their presidencies, both saw up close, together and separately, at various intervals between 1780 and 1824, how sycophants and dronish functionaries behaved. Conscious of performing a different sort of duty, they did as earlier Enlightenment thinkers had done and translated historical experience into a species of political morality.

			The past continued to speak to them. This is not to say John and John Quincy Adams were backward looking or swallowed whole the “genius” that came before. They were conceivers. No one ideology captured them in full. They constantly tested the waters, literally and figuratively. Taking into account the perils of an ocean transit at the time they lived, it is difficult to think of any president beyond these two who was able to boast greater preparation for high office based on an exposure to foreign capitals. They knew the physical world as well as any who was not a professional explorer. As they wandered through that world, they saw tremendous varieties of human settlement, high and low society. It all had an appreciable impact on them.

			During their combined eight years in office, and due largely to their individual efforts, diplomatic resolution to crises prevailed instead of wars brought on by partisan excitement, newspaper headlines, and out-of-control war fever. The two Adamses were instrumental in readying the United States for expanded commercial engagement with the world. John Adams did not assent to his vitriolic fellow New Englanders or a militaristic Alexander Hamilton who pressed for war with France; his son, with an evenhandedness not expected of him, satisfied the slave states by adding Florida to the Union.

			What did the multilingual Adamses do for their country? Without endorsing democracy in ways that posterity would celebrate, they added to national prestige and power. Nothing less. They were forceful in the national interest. Temperamental and occasionally indiscreet, they did not want the young, vulnerable United States beholden to either of the major powers of the age, England or France.

			

			•   •   •

			Our study is ambitious, because they were ambitious. In 1770, after the Boston Massacre, the attorney John Adams embraced controversy by defending the British soldiers charged with the five murders; he wore what might have been an unpopular stand as a badge of honor, making certain he would be noticed. In 1776, he championed the cause of independence in the Continental Congress, advocating liberty—and national dignity—obtained through law. Once again, he guaranteed that his voice was heard. In 1810, after several years in the U.S. Senate, John Quincy Adams authored a book on rhetoric and oratory, drawn from lectures he gave as a Harvard professor. Accentuating the faculty of invention, he became not only an expert in the rules of debate but also a lifelong student of the means of persuasion deployed from the pulpit, at the bar, and in popular assemblies. “Old Man Eloquent,” they dubbed him in later years, when he baited adversaries with provocative speech.18

			The pair witnessed crucial transformations. When John Adams became the nation’s “first magistrate” (president) in 1797, the original states hugged the Atlantic coast; when John Quincy died in 1848, the Mexican War was nearing its end, and the entire continent lay in American hands. Between them, they forecast canals, road and railroad networks, and far-flung manufactories. They understood and approved this kind of national ambition. And once again, they embraced prescient ideas that belie the label of “conservative” that ordinarily attaches to them.

			The Adamses judged harshly. They made political courage a core value, without any real attempt at consensus building. This might have been their most obvious flaw as political actors. Both lost the presidency to a southerner more popularly constructed and more creatively presented to the public. Seething as a result of their forced surrender of the presidency, both Adamses refused for years to speak to the men who wrested the presidential chair from them.

			Imbued with similar substance, father and son had different things to prove. John Adams took long years to develop into a revolutionary, absorbed in the daily grind of a circuit-riding attorney when the real activists were meeting and planning. He made his bed, as it were, with his inspired cousin Samuel, remaining a junior partner until after the Boston Tea Party, when he finally seized his opportunity. John Quincy, witnessing that same Revolution unfold as a child, was at once a dutiful son and creatively distinct from his father. His directness in taking on dominant views exceeded that of his father.

			The son came into his own as a barbed political writer during the tumult-filled Federalist decade of the 1790s, while his father grudgingly served in the unexciting role of vice president under George Washington. Appointed by Washington to a diplomatic post in Europe, JQA (as he often designated himself) determined to make his mark on the world on the basis of something other than nepotism. Though he worked hard to become his own man, the “curse” of a presidential father never completely dissipated.

			By James Madison’s presidency (1809–1817), JQA no longer had a Federalist character. He’d abandoned the party to which his father had nominally belonged. If he was, by now, an ally of Madison’s, he was hardly a Jeffersonian. And so a strange transition took place: Madison, the more flexible of the two Virginians, had utterly detested John Adams in the 1780s and 1790s, when his political alter ego Jefferson unsuccessfully sought to temper that prejudice. After 1809, the past did not stop the senior Adams from becoming as unabashed a supporter of the fourth president as his son was in these years. Displaying his munificence, John Adams revived an old, and now dearer, friendship with the ideologically more rigid Jefferson, the man who had sent him into retirement.

			The two Adamses’ presidencies were similar only in superficial ways. John Adams was saddled with Washington’s cabinet, composed of Hamilton men with little regard for their official boss. On the other hand, he engaged a generally supportive Congress. John Quincy Adams enjoyed excellent relations with his advisers, most conspicuously Henry Clay of Kentucky, a former rival who became his secretary of state. But the Congress he dealt with was largely directed by Jackson men, who made it abundantly clear that they would not permit the president to carry out a single one of his well-drawn policies.

			As they approached their reelection campaigns, both of the presidents Adams held uncertain expectations. They did not mask their feelings of hurt or anger, but they were, at bottom, men of peace who were practiced in determining when and where to confront. They were not, by any measure, predictable, which makes them all the more fascinating as biographical co-subjects. To a moral economy we might describe as thrifty New England attributes writ large, they added a coherent tone of criticism we might call Adamsian, which usually involved finding a justifying authority in history—the art of politics and the art of living as prescribed by Cicero being one outstanding example of that. The presidents Adams profited from history without fetishizing past knowledge. And they sought to protect history from those they considered frauds and propagandists. If that makes them elitists, we don’t think they would have rejected the label.

			Their common prescription centered on two concepts: independence and service to country. Here we need to appreciate the power of language to feed both thought and emotion, to uncover both interiority and community. Independence of mind extended to national character; personal industry extended to patriotic service.

			The Adamses did not periodize American history precisely as we would. But they did divide the Revolutionary era, in an emotional sense, from both its predecessor and its successor. “A nation was born in a day,” John Quincy Adams proclaimed in an oration he delivered as James Monroe’s secretary of state on July 4, 1821. Coming into his own as a senior politician, he could look back wistfully while stating that old “resentments” toward Britain were being properly “buried in oblivion.” As the sixth president, he retained the memory of the first time he heard the Declaration of Independence read and the deep feelings it gave him as a nine-year-old in Boston, while his father labored in Philadelphia. On the day he died, July 4, 1826, John Adams delivered a final toast for the newspapers: “Independence forever.” He had the unique experience to depart life while his eldest son was occupying the highest office in the land.

			But it gets better. A year later, in the fall of 1827, the living president Adams woke one day to find that his first timepiece, acquired in France as a youth, had stopped ticking. It had been in his possession since he was a teen, pursuing his studies at the foot of a father just then in the process of negotiating American independence. As the sixth president noted the disablement of his old watch, his mind flashed to a day when his father had temporarily misplaced a relic dating to the same historic moment, the seal he had affixed to the 1783 Treaty of Paris. He’d felt it as the loss of a dear friend. A burst of emotion had seized John Adams then; it seized John Quincy now. Struggling with his memories, he wrote with heightened awareness in his regular diary, “Lean not on friendship or time.”19

			These words would have been a fit epitaph for either the father or the son.
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					Letter, John Adams to John Quincy Adams, September 13, 1790. While he was George Washington’s vice president, the advice-giving father derived a comprehensive plan for his son, beginning with his attendance at Boston’s democratically framed “Town Meeting.” There, the struggling young attorney was to monitor the “State of Parties” in political society, the “Leading Characters in Church and State,” and “old Tories,” “old Whigs”––those who opposed and those who supported the innovative principles put forward at the Revolutionary moment.

				
			
		

	
		
			PART I
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			PROGENITOR

			In most father-son relationships, there comes a time—and it usually arrives unnoticed—when the elder finds himself yielding to the knowledge of the younger. The thirty years extending from John Quincy’s birth through John Adams’s accession to the presidency constitute the period when the “progenitor” ruled the roost, controlled the purse strings, and directed his son’s choices. For about three decades, then, the “inheritor” tended to heed his father’s advice, build a résumé, and wait his turn. He experienced a challenging apprenticeship as the son of a man who had risen to national prominence. Nothing had been given to the elder Adams beyond an education, nothing to assure him of success in life. If the expectations John Adams placed upon his son were great, it is no less true that the regular “approbation” John Quincy received from his father afforded him “exquisite” pleasure—those were the son’s words, directed to his father, and a memorable testament to their extraordinary closeness.

		

	
		
			ONE

			

			EXEMPLARS

			Fame, Fortune, Power say some, are the Ends intended by a Library. The Service of God, Country, Clients, Fellow Men, say others. Which of these lie nearest my Heart?

			—DIARY OF JOHN ADAMS, January 30, 1768

			John Adams, thirty-one, was absent for the birth of his eldest son. As a practicing attorney, he was riding the circuit and generating income, ever anxious about his public reputation. “It is a Life of Here and every where,” he jotted in his diary, “a rambling, roving, vagrant, vagabond Life.” On any given day, these “desultory” wanderings might find him in attendance at superior court, or sitting in the gallery of the colonial legislature, or browsing and buying at the shop of the bookseller John Mein, a Tory friend soon to become a client. His infant son was two months old when Adams’s wife, née Abigail Smith, chastised her husband for his absences by repeating a line their two-year-old daughter, Nabby, sang as a lullaby to her new companion: “Come papa come home to Brother Johnny.” Mr. Adams had heard such grumbling from his wife many times over, and it was never very subtle. Nor did it have to be. He was quick to acknowledge that his divided responsibilities made for a conflicted mind.1

			John Adams was not exactly a homebody, nor was he known for the fidelity of his memory. Three and a half decades later, as the first president of the United States to lose office in a failed reelection bid, he began composing his autobiography, left blank the day of John Quincy’s birth, and waited for his son to fill it in. His pen correctly marked the year as 1767, but then he gave the month as August instead of July. What does it say that he could forget his eldest son’s birthday?2

			In early adulthood, John Adams was self-conscious about his modest genealogy, all the while believing in his mind’s potential for greatness.3 From the mid-1750s, he regularly acknowledged to himself how much he longed to shine; his determination to become a lawyer reflected an undisguised desire to be heard and respected by the public. Angling for business in Boston’s highly competitive legal marketplace, he consciously vied with older, more established attorneys. While still struggling to build his practice, he married and put down roots. By the year of John Quincy’s birth, in the third year of the marriage, he finally felt he could afford to feed his passion for book collecting.

			His partner in life equaled John Adams in enterprise and discernment. She had been denied Harvard-taught measures of useful knowledge, but she read widely and spoke with authority. Before the successive years of 1778 and 1779, when father and son traveled to Europe, trekked over treacherous terrain, and grew to be each other’s closest confidant, they were alike Abigail’s men. There was nothing in the least passive about this self-educated woman. During John Quincy’s first decade, while his father ventured into politics, his mother acted as their intermediary.

			The boy’s middle name honored Abigail’s maternal grandfather, Colonel John Quincy. Said Quincy had died in 1767, just days before his legatee was born. Ordinarily, that statement would stand on its own, but in this case the assignment of a middle name warrants a bit more study. The attribution of a middle name was not fashionable until the nineteenth century, at which point it became fairly routine. John Quincy was thus distinctive before he made himself distinguished. It also says, importantly, that Abigail’s family lineage mattered, leaving her stamp between “John” and “Adams.”4

			When it came to his son’s education, John Adams did not act unilaterally. “I am very thoughtfull and anxious about our Johnny,” he wrote to his wife when their boy was six. In their world, this was a critical time in a male’s education. “What School to send him to,” John pondered, “what Measures to take with him. He must go on learning his Latin, to his Grandfather [Adams] or you, or somewhere. And he must write.”5

			John and Abigail’s fifty-four-year-long marriage has been the focus of intense scrutiny and speculation. The consensus points to the Puritan inheritance in their shared commitment to a comprehensive education that emphasized steadiness, diligence, “habituation” to “industry”; a virtuous conception of manhood; and, no less material, the development of a “laudable” ambition.6

			While even a rudimentary education was far from universal in Revolution-era America, well-educated people across the colonies did invest considerable energy in cultivating the intellect of their six-year-old sons. In an American child’s upbringing, family honor was at stake, as was the fate of future property management and inheritance. By the same reasoning, written records were preserved in order to maintain a conscious connection between the present and earlier generations. The land a family held did not change hands without that history in mind.

			BRAINTREE BEGINNINGS

			John Smith (of Pocahontas fame) sailed along the Massachusetts coast in 1614 and appended to his subsequent Generall Historie a map imaginatively depicting the as yet unsettled town of Braintree/Quincy as the future “London” of New England. By 1625, a plantation existed on what would eventually become the Adamses’ property, and in 1634 Braintree became a permanent settlement. In the seventeenth century, official documents from the place were often dated “Braintry, Newengland.”7

			Those whom John and John Quincy Adams called the “Pilgrim Fathers” were far less remote to the Adamses than the two early and outspoken American presidents are to us. Even before the Revolution, their sense of national beginnings reflected a keen awareness of the scope of their ancestors’ hazardous undertakings. Until John Adams took up his post at the Continental Congress in Philadelphia in 1774, and until he took young Johnny with him to Europe in 1778, what mattered about the past, what filled historic memory, had all taken place nearby. Their village, quiet and drab, was eleven miles south of the center of Boston. Braintree formed the so-called northern precinct of the town of Quincy (also named after Abigail’s maternal grandfather), into which it was incorporated in 1792. A finite number of surnames communed in New England cemeteries.8

			In terms of its commercial position on the North American continent, the Adams property was well situated. The soil was of good quality. Yet we must recognize something else, too: until the Revolution, the entire Massachusetts Bay Colony was regarded abroad as a deficient, dependent corner of Britain’s sprawling empire. It is tempting to think otherwise, given Boston’s central position in the political crisis that loomed, but eastern Massachusetts was less wealthy, per capita, than the middle Atlantic, Chesapeake, or Caribbean colonies. As traditional cottage industries such as spinning, weaving, cheese making, and shoe manufacture proceeded apace, a generally modest merchant class imported clothing, earthenware, china tea sets, and mahogany furniture. The region’s agriculture could hardly keep up with population growth; as a result, the middle colonies were called upon to make up the difference. After the Revolution, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts offered subsidies to budding domestic enterprises, hoping to jump-start the postwar economy: paperhanging and stained-paper production were encouraged (a precursor of wallpaper, suspended like tapestries in area homes); sailcloth and other textile factories spoke to Boston’s pride in manufacturing and helped reverse the easy tendency to look abroad for imported quality goods.9

			The Braintree farm of John Adams’s father (yet another John) grew wheat, corn, and oats. Theirs was an area of open pastureland fronting hills. On inheriting his property in 1761, John Adams planted. He studied husbandry along with the law. “My Thoughts are running continually from the orchard to the Pasture and from thence to the swamp,” he wrote in his diary. He could be found at the plow, or “pruning Apple Trees, mending Fences, carting Dung. Sometimes in the Pasture, digging stones, clearing Bushes . . . digging stumps and Roots.” Even with a top-notch education, he was something less than a “gentleman farmer.” He worked the land, albeit with hired hands who shared in the labor.10

			Close to the throbbing sea, the little town of Braintree gave even subsistence farmers the sense of connection. The sights and sounds they knew were not ours, of course. Nothing louder than church bells vibrated in the air. There was often a damp earth to contend with when they moved their produce to market. From season to season, tall masts and long wharves framed their vision; they built wooden houses with small-paned windows and traveled in unsteady carriages that plied the road to Plymouth. Beyond the thirty-acre farmers and merchants and artisans were men of letters whom the Adamses thought worth knowing. The descendants of Puritans boasted of their one institution of higher learning, Harvard College. Each annual commencement marked a major milestone in the life of greater Boston, celebrated much as official holidays were.

			As a recent Harvard graduate and a barely tested attorney in 1759, John Adams found the town of Boston curiously peopled and cluttered with visual obstructions. Besides those he saw at the docks—shipwrights and fishermen, caulkers and carvers, sail and rope makers—tradesmen in Boston included cobblers and coopers, soap or sugar boilers, apothecaries, leather dressers, smiths, and masons. Quaintly, Adams recorded after one of his jaunts, “My Eyes are so diverted with Chimney Sweeps, Carriers of Wood, Merchants, Ladies, Priests, Carts, Horses, Oxen, Coaches, Market men and Women, Soldiers, Sailors, and my Ears with the Rattle Gabble of them all that I cant think long enough in the Street upon any one Thing to start and pursue a Thought.”

			By his own admission, he was awed by the well-established cadre of Boston attorneys, seniors to him in his chosen profession. A classic overachiever, he was discomfited in adopting as his necessary goal “to get a Character in Town.” Making his way among more accomplished families, he used what connections he had to press forward—hobnobbing without appearing unctuous. But how to find his way into their society? “Shall I look out for a Cause to speak to, and exert all the Soul and all the Body I own,” he posed to himself. “Shall I creep or fly?”11

			His son grew up in a considerably different social environment. John Quincy would always know that his father was an established “Character” in the state. But that fact did not render the son’s path smoother; he did all he could to make it in the legal profession on his own merit. The decade of his twenties was at least as hard for him as it had been for his father before him. He would experience the same struggle to be respected when he trod in his father’s steps as a member of the diplomatic corps. The greatest difference in their respective careers was that the surname Adams held meaning by the time of John Quincy’s entry into society. That said, poisonous feelings of self-doubt pursued both of the Adamses as young men.

			Though an extremely hard worker, John Adams never became rich. Select Boston-area merchants did, but not he. In a post-presidential memoir, he recalled the advice he received from a distinguished attorney as he prepared for the bar. The first part was “Pursue the Law itself rather than the gain of it.” The second part went, “I advize you not to marry early.” Old John Adams explains, “His Advice made so deep an Impression on my mind that I believe no Lawyer in America ever did so much Business as I did afterwards in the seventeen Years that I passed in the Practice at the Bar, for so little profit; and although my Propensity to marriage was ardent enough, I determined I would not indulge it, till I saw a clear prospect of Business and profit enough to support a family without Embarrassment.” John Quincy received the same advice from his parents.12

			John Adams lived modestly because he had to. In the middle of the Revolution, he questioned his ability to persist in politics, knowing that his former law colleagues were steadily pursuing a proper living while he labored, too much of the time, at a distance. During one home respite, he wrote to the family friend James Lovell, “When I see my Brothers at the Bar, here, so easily making Fortunes for themselves and their Families, and when I recollect that for four years I have abandoned myself and mine [to attend Congress], and when I see my own Children growing up, in something very like real Want, because I have taken no Care, it requires as much Philosophy as I am Master of, to determine to persevere in public Life.” Indeed, while Adams père and fils alike were masters of the law, public service would prove to be their principal source of income.13

			Money was scarce. Prior to the Revolution, Massachusetts Bay was a place where goods were used in payment at times when banknotes were not available. Small farmers were always extending credit to their neighbors. Currency shortages were a permanent feature of the provincial economy, leaving it to those most active to advocate for an expansion of banks to boost the colony’s reputation within the family of nations. Men of commerce prodded each royal governor in turn to allow paper money to circulate. From mid-century, however, as John Adams came of age, Boston’s shipbuilding industry saw a decline; the town’s population slowly decreased, as the numbers of newly poor added up. A farming lawyer had to work overtime to provide for his family. And in the end, John Quincy, too, fared best by earning a government salary, a fact that caused some stir in the press as he was criticized for being what is today referred to as a career politician.14

			From the moment he joined the Continental Congress in 1774, John Adams came to rely on his wife to manage their acreage, hire help, and keep their financial house in order. “You must take Care, my Dear, to get as much Work out of our Tenants as possible,” he wrote. Going down the list of his debtors, he appealed to her, “I can not loose such Sums as they owe me—and I will not.” He was reluctant to take chances. He had little appetite for financial wheeling and dealing. Mrs. Adams took charge.15

			After war erupted, management of their finances became more complicated. As the notes they held lost value, the Adamses came near to financial ruin. It was Abigail, with no formal training in such affairs, who found solutions by making wise investments. To combat the shortage of goods in the dark days of the Revolution, she took the initiative and arranged for her husband, while overseas, to ship cargoes home, which she sold through a male relative. This way, she would not be perceived as a woman who violated the dictates of prudence or challenged the public pose expected of a senior statesman’s consort. From Europe, John hesitated once the British captured two early shipments. But Abigail persisted with her plan and through her efforts markedly improved their financial situation. More than just confident, she proved adept at finding business opportunities, while her husband confined his grand plans to the cause of the nation he was helping to build economically. She invested in depreciated public securities, reaping profits from state debts accrued during the war years. In this matter, she turned not to her husband for financial advice but to her uncle Cotton Tufts.16

			“Had I followed my own Business with as much Attention and Industry as I have those of the Publick,” John wrote to Tufts, a physician, in 1787, “I could have owned, the whole Town of Braintree at this hour, or the Value of it. . . . Now I must be content to be poor, and my Children too, unless they Should have more Wisdom.” Without his wife’s activities, he would have been in far worse shape than he was at the conclusion of his time abroad. And he knew it.17

			RURAL OBSCENE

			Boston and Braintree were not the sole sources of John Adams’s evolving sense of self. He took pride in his broader New England roots, proof of which lies in his early adoption of the pen names “John Winthrop” (whom he considered the progenitor of both the Massachusetts Bay Colony and America itself) and “Novanglus,” which translates from the Latin as “New England.” When the aging French philosopher Abbé de Mably related his plan to write a history of the American Revolution, Adams prepared a long list of sources to consult, most of which emphasized the vitality of New Englanders. (The length of the list convinced Mably to abandon the project.) From Adams’s perspective, republican traditions dug their deepest roots in his home region, where four institutions had seeded the ground for popular government: schools that advanced education, churches that sustained community morals, local militias that taught discipline, and most of all town meetings that gave citizens essential training in deliberation and debate.18

			Yet this rosy picture tells only half the story. “Adams country” wasn’t necessarily a haven for calm reasoning. Itinerant life as a lawyer put him in contact with all sorts of litigants: civil suits and criminal cases exposed him to the worst in human nature. There was King v. Stewart (1774), a civil action for damages over an assault and destruction of property. The cause was “Scurlogging” (either a curious local term or Adams’s own invention), which described the crime of inciting a mob through scurrilous talk. Stewart, the perpetrator, was supposed to have instigated a riot upon the death of a horse. He had accused his wealthy neighbor, the aptly named King, of complicity in the death, but more conspicuously of his being a Tory whose haughty ways mimicked those of a despised British minister.

			Adams represented the offended Mr. King. In his address to the jury, he accepted the fact that small towns and rural communities were subject to “vulgar” passions. Local knowledge was easily corrupted, and residents prone “to swallow down greedily all the Lyes and dirty Tales” and take delight in propagating them. The attorney Adams cursed the peevishness of small-minded folks and their peculiar resentments. “These private Mobs, I do and will detest,” he wrote to his wife. The mob was not engaged to protect fundamental rights, but was, in his view, formed so as to cast blame on someone for unrelated private grievances.19

			So, he had mixed sentiments about New England ways. Literacy rates were likely higher there than anywhere else in Anglo-America, but a common education had its limits. In 1755, before his career in the law began, John Adams was a schoolmaster in Worcester. Writing an ironic account of his students, he designated himself a “haughty Monarch,” having to dispense “right and Justice” from the head of the classroom. And all for naught, because all the instruction he gave that mattered was that which he was obliged to convey with a “Birch” (that is, corporal punishment). “Scolding, then flattering, then Thwacking” were serially applied in order to retain the pupils’ attention. The vaunted age of Enlightenment met its match at the local level, where conversation could devolve into incoherent quarreling. Whether the subject was radical deism, social leveling, or what Adams styled “rural obscene witt,” the effect was the same: his people were an obstinate, rough-hewn, troublesome breed. He had little choice but to make peace with them all.20

			In 1776, fellow members of the Continental Congress remarked upon New Englanders’ backwardness. Which led John, in that notable year, to complain to Abigail that they were “Aukward and bashfull,” “pert,” lacking in “Art and Address,” and modest in their “Knowledge of the world.” They were not formed to be “heroes and statesmen.” At least not yet. But it didn’t matter. He confessed to a “local Attachment, that partial Fondness, that overweening Prejudice in favor of New England.” Despite the obvious defects, feelings of place ran deep.21

			John Adams’s early use of the colorful moniker “Humphry Ploughjogger” was another, important example of his awareness of the human environment. He was probably inspired to adopt the graphic pseudonym after seeing a pamphlet on religious dissent, published in Boston, and signed “Richard Ploughjogger.” Like the innovative “Richard,” who opened his piece by apologizing for his “imperfection” as a mere “Man that follows the Plough,” Adams’s “Humphry Ploughjogger” embraced an unassuming pose. He was an unschooled yeoman taking a friend to task for social sycophancy. Adopting the vocabulary of a small farmer, Adams compared the politics conducted by “grate men” to the rude work of “breaking Heads, boxing Ears, ringing Noses and Kicking Breeches.” His “Ploughjogger” advised the best of the Bay Colony’s politicians that they were in need of a reality check: they should be putting aside their egos—no longer “fling[ing] dirt”; they should be standing apart from the howling crowd, talking sense, and “teeching mankind things they want to know.” It was 1763.22

			In 1782, the diplomat John Adams was still calling himself “Humphry Ploughjogger.” This time, it related to his successful lobbying efforts at The Hague, suggesting that his provincial identity was not entirely shed, even after several years in the courts of Europe. Not long after, this “Ploughjogger” fellow took on a life apart from the pen of John Adams, when the name appeared in debates over the ratification of the Constitution. In 1788, “Ploughjogger” was adopted by both Federalists and Anti-Federalists. The first saw the value of a rusticated pose in winning over the yeomanry to a grand cause; the second thought that rusticity in prose underscored their greater sympathy with the lower orders. The idea was that ordinary farmers were as capable of “guiding the machinery of the state” as they could “guide and govern the plough.” As late as 1801, an anonymous writer who must have known “Humphry Ploughjogger” as Adams’s pseudonym revived the name in a satire-laced attack on the newly elected president, Jefferson.23

			John Quincy Adams would also invent pseudonyms once he took up the vocation of political essay writing. But his “Publicola,” “Marcellus,” and “Menander” were Roman and Greek. At no time in his long career would he ever pose as a rustic or rube. He enjoyed all the benefits of a gentleman’s education, and his less entrenched provincialism would prove useful when he eventually broke with the Federalist Party in 1807, a party whose last stronghold was New England. His father had married Abigail Smith, of a neighboring town, whereas John
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