Letters from Abigail Adams,
John Adams, and Mercy
Otis Warren

John Adams (1735-1826) of Braintree

and Boston, Massachuselts, was a lawyer, a
patriot, an influential revolutionary, the first
vice president and the second president of the
United States. For much of the time in the
1770s and thereafier, his public service as a
Massachusetts delegate to the First and
Second Continental Congress drew him away
from the family farm, which was managed in
his absence by his wife Abigail (1744-1818),
who also raised the couple's four children.
They sustained their relationship through a
lively correspondence, which opens as a
window on familial relations and reveals the
challenges they faced. Abigail wrote John in
1775, "My pen is always freer than my
tongue. I have wrote many things fo you that |
suppose I never could have talked."”

Abigail Adams was self-taught, and a
voracious reader of literature, history and

political philosophy. Although politics was not &

traditionally a woman's concern, Abigail's
correspondence with her hushand reveals her
keen interest in the politics of revolution and
his growing realization that his wife could be
a valuable conversation-partner. Abigail
herself took as her model and pen name
"Portia", a classical reference to the wife of
Brutus who supported her husband's public
role and refrained from allowing family
claims to interfere with her husband's
patriotic duty.

Abigail's letter of March 31, 1776
celebrated the end of the British occupation of
Boston. Following the Boston tea party of
1774, the British Parliament had closed the
port of Boston and increasingly governed it as
hostile, occupied territory. Challenged by the
Continental Army under Generals Knox and
Thomas, British General Howe withdrew his

troops, plus some 1,000 Loyalists by March
17, 1776.

The letters of Abigail were never
written for publication. She was essentially a
private person. In her lifetime, however, John
and Abigail's grandson, Charles Francis
Adams, recognized the merits of the
correspondence and published the first 114 of
her letters in 1840, and then the wartime
correspondence of both grandparents in 1876.

The texts below, which appear in
chronological order, are taken from the
Adams' family letters for the years 1776,
1782, and 1783. In addition to seven letters
selected from the many exchanged by Abigail
and John Adams, four other letters are
included here: a letter in 1776 from John
Adams to his friend James Sullivan and
examples of correspondence in 1776 and 1783
between Abigail Adams and her friend Mercy
Otis Warren, who appears later in this
volume as author of "Observations on the
New Constitution"” (1788).
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Abigail Adams To John Adams

March 31, 1776

1 wish you would ever write me a Letter half as long as
1 write you; and tell me if you may where your Fleet
are gone? What sort of Defence Virginia can make
against our common Enemy? Whether it is so
situated as to make an able Defence? Are not the
Gentry Lords and the common people vassals, are they
not like the uncivilized Natives Britain represents us to
be? 1 hope their Riffel Men who have shewen
themselves very savage and even Blood thirsty; are not
a specimen of the Generality of the people.
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I am willing to allow the Colony great merrit for
having produced a Washington but they have been
shamefully duped by a Dunmore.

1 have sometimes been ready to think that the passion
for Liberty cannot be Eaquelly Strong in the Breasts of
those who have been accustomed to deprive their
fellow Creatures of theirs. Of this I am certain that it is
not founded upon that generous and christian principal
of doing to others as we would that others should do
unto us.

Do not you want to see Boston; I am. fearfull of the
small pox, or I should have been in before this time. 1
got Mr. Crane to go to our House and see what state it
was in. I find it has been occupied by one of the
Doctors of a Regiment, very dirty, but no other
damage has been done to it. The few things which
were left in it are all gone. Cranch has the key which
he never deliverd up. 1 have wrote to him for it and
am determined to get it cleand as soon as possible and
shut it up. I look upon it a new acquisition of
property, a property which one month ago I did not
value at a single Shilling, and could with pleasure
have seen it in flames.

The Town in General is left in a better state than we
expected, more oweing to a precipitate flight than any
Regard to the inhabitants, tho,some individuals
discoverd a sense of honour and justice and have left
the rent of the Houses in which they were, for the
owners and the furniture unhurt, or if damaged
sufficient to make it good.
' )
Others have committed abominable Ravages. The
Mansion House of your President is safe and the
furniture unburt whilst both the House and Furniture of
the Solister General have fallen a prey to their own
merciless party. Surely the very fiends feel a
Reverential awe for Virtue and patriotism, whilst they
Detest the paricide and traitor.

1 feel very differently at the approach of spring to what 1
did a month ago. We knew not then whether we could
plant or sow with safety, whether we could rest in our
own Cottages, or whether we should not be driven
from the sea coasts to seek shelter in the wilderness,
but now we feel as if we might sit under our own vine
and eat the good of the land.

I feel a gaieti de Coar to which before I was a stranger.
I think the Sun looks brighter, the Birds sing more
melodiously, and Nature puts on a more cheerful
countenance. We feel a temporary peace, and the poor
fugitives are returning to their deserted habitations.

Tho we felicitate ourselves, we sympathize with those
who are trembling least the Lot of Boston should be

theirs. But they cannot be in similar circumstances
unless pusilanimity and cowardice should take
possession of them. They have time and warning
given them to see the Evil and shun it. (1 long to hear
that you have declared an independancy—and by the
way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will
be necessary for you to make I desire you would
Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and
favourable to them than your ancestors.) Do not put
such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands,
Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. (If
particular care and attention is not paid to the Laidies
we are determined to foment a Rebelion, and will not
hold ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have
no voice, or Representation.)

That your Sex are Naturally Tyrannical is a Truth so
thoroughly established as to admit of no dispute, but
such of you as wish to be happy willingly give up the
harsh title of Master for the more tender and endearing
one of Friend. Why then, not put it out of the power
of the vicious and the Lawless to use us with cruelty
and indignity with impunity. Men of Sense in all
Ages abhor those customs which treat us only as the
vassals of your Sex. Regard us then as Beings placed

by providence under your protection and in immitation,

of the Supreem Being make use of that power only for
our happiness.

Abigail Adams to John Adams
April 5, 1776

Not having an opportunity of sending this I shall add a
few lines more; tho not with a heart so gay. 1 have

" been attending the sick chamber of our neighbour Trot

whose affliction 1 most sensibly feel but cannot
describe, striped of two lovely children in one week.
Gorge the Eldest died on wedensday and Billy the
youngest on Fryday, with the Canker fever, a terible
disorder so much like the throat distemper, that it
differs but little from it. Betsy Peck they do not expect
will live out the day. Many grown person[s] are now
sick with it, in this [street?]. It rages much in other
towns. The Mumps too are very frequent. Issac is
now confined with it. Our own little flock are yet well.
My Heart trembles with anxiety for them. God
preserve them.

1 want to hear much oftener from you than I do. March
8 was the Jast date of any that I have yet had—You
inquire of whether I am making Salt peter. 1 have not
yet attempted it, but after Soap making believe 1 shall
make the experiment. [ find as much as I can do to




manufacture cloathing for my family which would else
be Naked. I know of but one person in this part of the
Town who has made any, that is Mr. Tertias Bass as
he is called who has got very near an hundred weight
which has been found to be very good. I have heard of
some others in the other parishes. Mr. Reed of
Weymouth has been applied to, to go to Andover to
the mills which are now at work, and has gone. I have
lately seen a small Manuscip de[s]cribing the
proportions for the various sorts of powder, fit for
cannon, small arms and pistols. If it would be of any
Service your way I will get it transcribed and send it to
you.—Every one of your Friends send their Regards,
and all the little ones. Your Brothers youngest child
lies bad with convulsion fitts. Adieu. T need not say
how much I am Your ever faithfull Friend.

P

John Adams to Abigail Adams

April 14, 1776

. .. As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, [ cannot
but laugh. We have been told that our Struggle has
loosened the bands of Government every where. That
children and Apprentices were disobedient—that
schools and Colledges were grown turbulent—that
Indians slighted their Guardians and Negroes grew

insolent to their Masters. But your Letter was the first i

Intimation that another Tribe more numerous and
powerfull than all the rest were grown discontented. —
This is rather too coarse a Compliment but you are so
sancy, 1 wont blot it out.

“ Depend upon it, We know better than to
repeal our Masculine systems. Altho they are in full
Force, you know they are little more than Theory. We
dare not exert our Power in its full Latitude. We are
obliged to go fair, and softly, and in Practice you know
We are the subjects. We have only the Name of
Masters, and rather than give up this, which would
compleatly subject Us to the Despotism of the
Peticoat, I hope General Washington, and all our brave
Heroes would fight. . . . T begin to think the Ministry
as deep as they are wicked. After stirring up Tories,
Landjobbers, Trimmers, Bigots, Canadians, Indians,
Negroes, Hanoverians, Hessians, Russians, Irish
Roman Catholicks, Scotch Renegadoes, at last they
have stimulated the [text missing] to demand new
Priviledges and threaten to rebell.

Abigail Adams to
Mercy Otis Warren

Braintree, April 27, 1776

He is very sausy to me in return for a List of
Female Grievances which I transmitted to him. I think
I will get you to join me in a petition to Congress. 1
thought it was very probable our wise Statesmen
would erect a New Government and form a new code of
Laws. I ventured to speak a word in behalf of our Sex,
who are rather hardly dealt with by the Laws of
England which gives such unlimitted power to the
Husband to use his wife ill.

I requested that our Legislators would
consider our case and as all Men of Delicacy and
Sentiment are averse to Excercising the power they
possess, yet as there is a natural propensity in Humane
Nature to domination, I thought the most generous
plan was to put it out of the power of the Arbitrary and
tyranick to injure us with impunity by Establishing
some Laws in our favour upon just and Liberal
principals.

1 believe I even threatened fomenting a
Rebellion in case we were not considered, and assured
him we would not hold ourselves bound by any Laws
in which we had neither a voice, nor representation.

In return he tells me he cannot but Laugh at
My Extrodonary Code of Laws. That he had heard
their Struggle had loosned the bands of Government,
that children and apprentices were dissabedient, that
Schools and Colledges were grown turbulant, that
Indians slighted their Guardians, and Negroes grew
insolent to their Masters. But my Letter was the first
intimatton that another Tribe more numerous and
powerfull than all the rest were grown discontented.
This is rather too coarse a complement, he adds, but
that | am so sausy he wont blot it out.

So I have help'd the Sex abundantly, but I
will tell him I have only been making trial of the
Disintresstedness of his Virtue, and when weigh'd in
the balance have found it wanting.

It would be bad policy to grant us greater
power say they since under all the disadvantages we
Labour we have the assendancy over their Hearts.

And charm by accepting, by sub-mitting
sway.

.



Abigail Adams to John Adams

Braintree, May 7, 1776

... 1can not say that I think you very generous to the
Ladies, for whilst you are proclaiming peace and good
will to Men, Emancipating all Nations, you insist
upon retaining an absolute power over Wives. But
you must remember that Arbitrary power is like most
other things which are very hard, very liable to be
broken—and notwithstanding all your wise Laws and
Maxims we have it in our power not only to free
ourselves but to subdue our Masters, and without
violence throw both your natural and legal authority at
our feet—

Charm by accepting, by submitting sway
Yet have our Humour most when we obey.

I thank you for several Letters which I have
received since I wrote Last. They alleviate a tedious
absence, and I long earnestly for a Saturday Evening,
and experience a similar pleasure to that which I used
to find in the return of my friend upon that day after a
weeks absence. The Idea of a year dissolves all my
Phylosophy. . . .

Johnny and Charls have the Mumps, a bad
disorder, but they are not very bad. Pray be kind
enough to remember me at all times and write as often
as you possibly can.

John Adams to James Sullivan

Philadelphia, May 26, 1776

It is certain, in theory, that the only moral
foundation of government is, the consent of the people.
But to what an extent shall we carry this principle?
Shall we say that every individual of the community,
old and young, male and female, as well as rich and
poor, must consent, expressly, to every act of
legislation? No, you will say, this is impossible.
How, then, does the right arise in the majority to
govern the minority, against their will? Whence arises
the right of the men to govern the women, without
their consent? Whence the right of the old to bind the
young, without theirs?

But let us first suppose that the whole
community, of every age, rank, sex, and condition, has
a right to vote, This community is assembled. A
motion is made, and carried by a majority of one

voice. The minority will not agree to this. Whence
arises the right of the majority to govern, and the
obligation of the minority to obey?

From necessity, you will say, because there
can be no other rule.

But why exclude women?

You will say, because their delicacy renders
them unfit for practice and experience in the great
business of life, and the hardy enterprises of war, as
well as the arduous cares of state. Besides, their
attention is so much engaged with the necessary
nurture of their children, that nature has made them
fittest for domestic cares. And children have not
judgment or will of their own. True. But will not
these reasons apply to others? Is it not equally true,
that men in general, in every society, who are wholly
destitute of property, are also too little acquainted with
public affairs to form a right judgment, and too
dependent upon other men to have a will of their own?
If this is a fact, if you give to every man who has no
property, a vote, will you not make a fine encouraging
profrailty of the human heart, that very few men who
have no property, have any judgment of their own.
They talk and vote as they are directed by some man of
property, who has attached their minds to his interest.

Upon my word, Sir, 1 have long thought an
army a piece of clock-work, and to be governed only
by principles and maxims, as fixed as any in
mechanics; and, by all that 1 have read in the history of
mankind, and in authors who have speculated upon
society and government, [ am much inclined to think a
government must manage a society in the same
manner; and that this is machinery too. . . .

Your idea that those laws which affect the
lives and personal liberty of all, or which inflict
corporal punishment, affect those who are not qualified
to vote, as well as those who are, is just. But so they
do women, as well as men; children, as well as adults.
What reason should there be for excluding a man of
twenty years eleven months and twenty-seven days
old, from a vote, when you admit one who is twenty-
one? The reason is, you must fix upon some period in
life, when the understanding and will of men in
general, is fit to be trusted by the public. Will not the
same reason justify the state in fixing upon some
certain quantity of property, as a qualification?

' The same reasoning which will induce you to
admit all men who have no property, to vote, with
those who have, for those laws which affect the person,
will prove that you ought to admit women and
children; for, generally speaking, women and children
have as good judgments, and as independent minds, as
those men who are wholly destitute of property; these
last being to all intents and purposes as much
dependent upon others, who will please to feed, clothe,
and employ them, as women are upon their husbands,
or children on their parents. . . . ‘
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Depend upon it, Sir, it is dangerous to open
so fruitful a source of controversy and altercation as
would be opened by attempting to alter the
qualifications of voters; there will be no end to it.
New claims will arise; women will demand a vote;
lads from twelve to twenty-one will think their rights
not enough attended to; and every man who has not a
farthing, will demand an equal voice with any other, in
all acts of state. It tends to confound and destroy all
distinctions, and prostrate all ranks to one common
level. :

Abigail Adams to John Adams

Boston, July 13, 1776

T must begin with apologizing to you for not writing
since the 17th of June. I have really had so many cares
upon my hands and mind, with a bad inflammation in
my eyes, that 1 have not been able to write. I now date
from Boston, where I yesterday arrived and was with
all of our little ones inoculated for the small-pox. . . .

As to news, we have taken several prizes since I wrote
you, as you will see by the newspapers. The present
report is of Lord Howe's coming ,with unlimited
powers. However, suppose it is so, I believe he little
thinks of treating with us as Independent States. How
can any person yet dream of a settlement,
accommodations, etc.? They have neither the spirit
nor the feeling of men. Yet I see some who never wered
called Tories gratified with the idea of Lord Howe's
being upon his passage with such powers!

Abigail Adams to John Adams

August 14, 1776

Your letter of August 3 came by this day's post. I find
it very convenient to be so handy. I can receive a letter
at night, sit down and reply to it and send it off in the
moming.

You remark upon the deficiency of education in your
countrymen. [t never, I believe, was in a worse state,
at least for many years. The college is not in the state
one could wish. The scholars complain that their
professor in philosophy is taken off by public business,

-to their great detriment. In this town [ never saw so

great a neglect of education. The poorer sort of

children are wholly neglected, and left to range the
streets, without schools, without business, given up to
all evil. The town is not, as formerly, divided into
wards. There is either too much business left upon the
hands of a few, or too little care to do it. We daily see
the necessity of a regular government,

You speak of our worthy brother. I often lament it,
that a man so peculiarly formed for the education of
youth, and so well qualified as he is in many branches
of literature, excelling in philosophy and the
mathematics, should not be employed in some public
station. 1 know not the person who would make half
so good a successor to Dr. Winthrop. He has a
peculiar, easy manner of communicating his ideas to
youth; and the goodness of his heart and the purity of
his morals, without an affected austerity, must have a
happy effect upon the minds of pupils.

If you complain of neglect of education in sons, what
shall I say with regard to daughters, who every day
experience the want of it? With regard to the
education of my own children, 1 find myself soon out
of my depth, destitute and deficient in every part of
education.

I most sincerely wish that some more liberal plan
might be laid and executed for the benefit of the rising
generation, and that our new Constitution may be
distinguished for encouraging learning and virtue. If
we mean to have heroes, statesmen, and philosophers,
we should have learned women. The world perhaps
would laugh at me and accuse me of vanity, but you, [
know, have a mind too enlarged and liberal to
disregard the sentiment. If much depends, as is
allowed, upon the early education of youth, and the
first principles which are instilled take the deepest root,
great benefit must arise from literary accomplishments
in women.

Excuse me. My pen has run away with me. [ have no
thoughts of coming to Philadelphia. The length of
time I have and shall be detained here would have
prevented me, even if you had no thoughts of returning
till December; but I live in daily expectation of seeing
you here. Your health, I think, requires your
immediate return. I expected Mr. G----- would have
set off before now, but he perhaps finds it very hard to
leave his mistress. 1 won't say harder than.some do to
leave their wives. Mr Gerry stood very high in my
esteem. What is meat for one is not for another. No
accounting for fancy. She is a queer dame and leads
people wild dances.

But hush! Post, don't betray your trust and lose my
letter.

Portia
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