
HOW THEY 
SEPARATED



• Adams is not only skeptical about the 
French’s ability to self-govern, he had long 
been skeptical that his fellow Americans had 
the moral character to sustain their 
republican government.



The Effect of Europe on Adams and Jefferson

• Gordon Wood:

• “For Jefferson the luxury and sophistication of Europe only 
made American simplicity and virtue appear dearer…”

• “For Adams Europe represented what America was fast 
becoming --- a society consumed by luxury and vice and 
fundamentally riven by a struggle between the rich and 
poor, gentlemen and commoners.”



• Adams’ view of human nature sprang from his own 
tormented soul…

•
“Adams painted as pessimistic a portrait of the American 
people as anyone had ever rendered.” (G. Wood)



• By 1790 Jefferson knew what Adams thought about politics 
and the French Revolution from his writings and stories 
about Adams’ “apostacy to hereditary monarchy and 
nobility.” 

• BUT Adams does not really know how contrary these views 
are to Jefferson’s whose enthusiasm for the French 
Revolution knew no bounds,  believing that the future of 
European liberty depended on the success of the French 
Revolution.



Q: So why didn’t Jefferson clue him in?

• A. This is Jefferson. Think natural reserve and no personal 
confrontations.



• Execution of Louis XVI, January 
1793: Adams is horrified. He 
predicts that the 
revolutionaries would create 
and demolish one constitution 
after another, hanging each 
successive group of 
constitution-makers until force 
restrains them. Ultimately, he 
predicts they would unite in  a 
military  government to save 
their nation.



• Adams knows that Jefferson is the ideologcal leader of a 
party passionately committed to the French Revolution and 
opposed to the Federalist administration, but he doesn’t 
know the half of it.

• Adams is unaware of how much of a fanatical idealogue 
Jefferson has become, for example:



• Jefferson’s former secretary Williams Short writes from 
Europe telling him how many of their friends were being 
guillotined. Here is Jefferson’s stunning response which 
would have horrified Adams: he deplores the fact that 
innocent lives are being sacrificed but the fate of the 
revolution --- “the liberty of the whole earth” --- is at stake:

•“Was ever such a prize won with so little 
innocent blood?”



One of Jefferson’s most famous or infamous 
letters!

•No doubt the Revolution was devouring the lives of 
many of his (Short’s) friends “but rather than it 
should have failed, I would have seen half the earth 
desolated. Were there but an Adam and Eve left in 
every country, and left free, it would be better than 
as it now is.”

• Jefferson felt his sentiments neither unusual or extreme but

• shared by “99 in a hundred of our citizens.” 



Jefferson resigns as Secretary of State, 
1793
• Why? Disagreed with the Washington Administration’s 

policy via-a vis France and England.

• Tired of losing conflicts with Hamilton.



What was their friendship like by 1793?

• Adams writes his son, John Quincy, attributing dark and dirty 
motives for Jefferson’s resignation, e.g. 

• couldn’t support his luxurious lifestyle on his government 
salary,

• didn’t want to spend his own money on public service, 
• he couldn’t “rule the Roost in the Ministry” but 
• above all was Jefferson’s ambition which he concealed from 

himself. 
• By retiring he hoped to be seen as a “humble, modest, meek 

Man.”



State of their Friendship: Mid–1790s

• Their relationship becomes businesslike through an ongoing 
exchange of letters. However, the letters contain digs at 
each other, Adams mentioning the foolishness of the 
French Revolution and Jefferson the corruption of the 
English government knowing, of course, that Adams 
thought highly of the English government.

• Conclusion: The warm friendship of the 1780s is gone! 



Jefferson’s Feelings on the French Revolution

• We need to appreciate how strongly Jefferson favored the 
French Revolution to understand how it helped destroy his 
relationship with Adams. Jefferson had…

• No sympathy for Federalists opposed to the French 
Revolution, “conspirators against human liberty.”

•



•He hoped that France’s eventual triumph 

• “would bring at length kings, nobles and priests to 
the scaffold which they have been so long deluging 
with human blood.”



Two Polar Opposite Views

• Jefferson and his Republicans: eliminate monarch and all its 
accoutrements and war itself would be eliminated.

• Adams and his Federalists: since the failure to sign 
commercial treaties with many European states in the mid-
1780s, Adams had lost faith in the utopian dreams of 1776. 
Therefore to cut off trade with Britain would unsettle the 
economy and undermine Hamilton’s entire financial 
program.



The Election of 1797

• Adams, Jefferson, Charles Pinckney (SC) and Aaron Burr 
(NY) run.

• The top vote getter will be president, the runner-up VP.

• Adams = 71; Jefferson = 68; Pinckney = 69; Burr = 30.

• Adams becomes President, Jefferson VP.

•



Adams  believed that the 
“narrow Squeak” of 3 
votes over Jefferson was 
humiliating and he never 
got over it.



Q: How did the Adamses feel about Jefferson 
as VP?

• Abigail and John were pleased that Jefferson had been 
elected as VP. During the campaign Adams had directed his 
anger at Hamilton, not Jefferson.



The Unsent Letter a.k.a. Opportunity Missed?

• Madison tells Jefferson that as VP he might have a good effect on 
Adam’s views but maybe he won’t be able to alter his “political 
principles and prejudices.”

•
Jefferson is not bothered by assuming the secondary role and thinks 
he might help Adams move away from his fondness for the British 
constitution and he could become “the only sure barrier against 
Hamilton getting in.”



• December 28, 1796: Jefferson drafts 
a letter to Adams saying “I have no 
desire to govern men” and no one 
would congratulate Adams for 
becoming president “with purer 
disinterestedness than myself.” 

• He shows it to Madison and asks: 
“Should I send it?”

• And Madison says…



NO!
Are you out of you out of    
your f@#$%^& mind?



•

• No, of course not! What he 
really says is…





Why?

Madison gives a number of reasons 
but, finally, states that Jefferson 
shouldn’t be playing down the 

differences between his backers and 
Adams’ and, finally, if things go south 

(I, TT, am putting it this way, not 
Madison!) and Adams’ 

administration generates more 
opposition from Republicans, the 

possession of such a letter containing 
so many polite expressions of 

confidence in Adams might prove 
very embarrassing in the months to 

come. 

Jefferson does not 
send the letter.



So how goes the 
Adams 
presidency?

• From the beginning, 
Jefferson recognizes 
Adams biggest mistake: 
keeping Washington’s 
cabinet who work from the 
outset to alienate Adams 
from Jefferson. These 
“Hamiltonians by whom he 
is surrounded are only a 
little less hostile to him 
than to me.”



How goes the friendship 
between Adams & Jefferson?

• Angered by the Jay Treaty with Great 
Britain, the French seize American ships and 
confiscate their cargoes. Adams calls a 
special session of Congress to request a 
military buildup, especially the Navy and 
condemns France.

•
Jefferson is incensed, seeing this as totally 
unnecessary. He puts his feelings into a 
letter that is communicated to Adams who 
sees this as…



“evidence of a mind soured, 
yet seeking for popularity, 
and eaten to a 
honeycombed with 
ambition, yet weak, 
confused, uninformed and 
ignorant.”



The Mazzei Letter makes it all worse

• Jefferson’s private letter to his Italian friend Philip Mazzei is 
made public in which he describes 

• A separation between the “Anglo-Monarchial-Aristocratic 
party” that dominated the government and the mass of the 
American people still faithful to American principles.

•
The government was under the control of “apostates” who 
were once “Solomons in council and Sampsons in combat, 
but whose hair has been cut off by the whore England.”

•



Abigail and John Quincy react to the 
Mazzei Letter

• Abigail still holds out hope that Jefferson has moderated his 
views since he wrote the letter a year ago and was trying to 
convert “all political Heriticks to French Faith.”

• John Quincy’s response is that the letter is full of error or a 
heart full of falsehood. He still feels warmly towards 
Jefferson so he goes with the former, error over falsehood. 
But the letter reveals a “very weak man” and a hypocritical 
one.



• By November 1797, Abigail has lost all hope for Jefferson, 
calling him “a child…the dupe of party…a Man whose mind 
is so warped by prejudice and so Blinded by Ignorance as to 
be unfit for the office he holds.”



How bad were the divisions over political 
parties?

• Jefferson: “Men who have been intimate all their lives cross 
the street to avoid meeting and turn their heads another 
way, lest they should be obliged to touch their hats.”

• Adams and Jefferson were still talking, though not 
intimately.



SUM IT UP THIS WAY

• Adams and the Federalists were frightened by the fifth-
column-like activities of the Republicans whereas Jefferson 
saw the Federalists using their financial connections to 
draw America “into a war on the side of England.”

• There was real fear that France would invade America, 
assisted by Republican sympathizers.



• Adams was pessimistic, cynical about human nature  and 
convinced that the French Revolution was an unmitigated 
disaster.

• Jefferson, as usual, was confident about the future.







The French Controversy

• The French agents, “X,Y, and Z” 
demand that the U.S. government 
apologize for Adams’ unfriendly 
May 1797 speech to congress, 
assume responsibility to 
outstanding French debts owed to 
Americans and pay a bribe.

• This revelation causes a  complete 
reversal in the American attitude 
towards the French  and the 
Federalists win election after 
election in ‘98 and ‘99, even in the 
South.



Nonetheless, the deep divisions in the country 
continue.

• Jefferson quickly recovers from the shock of the XYZ affair 
and continues to support the French Revolution.

• Adams in the summer of 1798 lectures the people on the 
ignorance and dishonesty of the Republican Party and the 
French.

• Adams designates May 8, 1798 as a day of prayer and 
fasting.



• Rumors spread that Philadelphia will be burned on that day 
and on the eve of May 8th, there are riots in the city 
between the backers of Britain and those of France and 
Republican newspapers editors are attacked.  

• Years later Adams will remember that day this way… 



• “Ten thousand people in the 
Streets of Philadelphia, day 
after day, threatened to drag 
Washington out of his house 
and effect a Revolution in the 
government, or compel it to 
declare War in favor of the 
French Revolution, and against 
England.”



• And he will take a dig at Jefferson in their late-in-life 
correspondence:

• “What think you of terrorism, Mr. Jefferson? I have 
no doubt you was fast asleep in philosophical 
Tranquility when ten thousand People, and perhaps 
many more, were parading the Streets of 
Philadelphia.”



• John and Abigail both blamed the 
terrorism on the Republican 
newspapers, including the grandson of 
Benjamin Franklin and the notorious 
James Thomson Callendar.

• She and others thought that all 
authority was under attack, with French 
sympathizers everywhere and a French 
army on the verge of invading.

• No one was a stronger advocate for 
limiting the freedom of the press than 
Abigail.

•



3 Conclusions

• Jefferson, according to Wood, was right that the Republicans ‘ 
attachment to France and their hatred of the Federalist 
monarchists did not trump their love of country.

• The French were not preparing to invade the United States.

However, the level of fear was real (Wood compares it to   this 
country after Pearl Harbor) and makes understandable how the 
Adams administration could sign the Alien and Sedition Acts in 
the summer of 1798.



Effect on Jefferson

• Thinks of the federal government as “a foreign jurisdiction.”

•
He and Madison decide to use the state legislatures as the most 
effective means to combat the Alien and Sedition Acts.

• Madison drafts resolutions for Virginia, Jefferson for Kentucky.

• Jefferson proposes that the states have the right to “nullify” 
abusive Federal regs. The Kentucky legislature edits this part 
out.





Leading up to the election of 1801

• Neither man campaigns

• Jefferson promotes with advice and funds the writings of 
Republican scandalmongers.

•
“He (Jefferson) became as much of a party leader as 
presidential candidate in American history.” Gordon Wood, 
p. 323 



The Election of 1801

• Adams does little to plan for his reelection, Jefferson is 
tallying votes state by state and plotting strategy.

• Adams says he’d rather serve as vice president under 
Jefferson than be indepted to Hamilton for his (Adams’) 
victory as president.

• Jefferson receives 73 electoral votes; Adams 65.



The State of the Friendship post-election?

• Jefferson met Adams the day after they learned the 
Republicans had won. Adams tells Jefferson he would be 
“as faithful a subject as you will have.”

• Jefferson tells him he didn’t view the election as a personal 
contest with Adams but a division between two parties 
with different governing principles.



• John and Abigail have no use for Aaron Burr, the VP, and 
much  prefer Jefferson.

• Abigail helps Jefferson better understand who the members 
of congress are.

• Both Adams’ friends and Jefferson friends are puzzled that 
each man still speaks highly of the other.



• Crisis over the electoral vote tie between Burr and 
Jefferson.

• Adams and Jefferson talk about this and Adams shows no 
sympathy for Jefferson’s situation.

• For the first time in their lives, they part in dissatisfaction.

• Letters between them now are businesslike with little or no 
warmth.



Final Contact for many years

• On March 8, 1801 Jefferson forwards to Adams a private letter 
mistakenly delivered to him.

• The letter has info re. the funeral of Adams’ son Charles, recently 
dead from alcoholism at the age of 30.

• Adams responds that he hopes Jefferson will never experience 
anything like this as a father but the tone suggests that he is hurt 
that Jefferson never acknowledged Charles’ death.

• This will be their last correspondence for 11 years.

•



Death of Jefferson’s 
Daughter & Abigail’s 
Response

• April 1804: Jefferson’s 
younger daughter, Mary 
Eppes, known as Polly, dies 
at age 25 of a lingering 
illness, following the birth of 
her second child.

• Abigail writes Jefferson. 



From Abigail Smith Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 20 
May 1804

Had you been no other than the private inhabitant of Monticelo, I should 
e’er this time, have addrest you with that Sympathy which a recent even 
has awakened in my Bosom, but reasons of various kinds withheld my pen, 
untill the powerfull feelings of my Heart, burst through the restraints, and 
call’d upon me to shed the tear of sorrow over the departed remains of 
your beloved and deserving daughter, an Event which I most Sincerely 
mourn.

• The attachment which I formed for her, when you committed her to my 
care upon her arrival in a foreign land, under circumstances peculiarly 
interesting, has remained with me to this hour, and the recent account of 
her death which I read in a late paper, recall’d to my recollection the 
tender Scene of her seperation from me, when with the strongest 
Sensibility she clung arround my neck & wet my Bosom with her tears, 
saying Oh now I have learned to Love you, why will they take me from 
you.



To Abigail Adams Washington, June 13, 1804

• DEAR MADAM,

• -- The affectionate sentiments which you have had the goodness to 
express in your letter of May 20. towards my dear departed 
daughter, have awakened in me sensibilities natural to the occasion, 
and recalled your kindnesses to her which I shall ever remember 
with gratitude and friendship. …thankful for the occasion furnished 
me of expressing my regret that circumstances should have arisen 
which have seemed to draw a line of separation between us. The 
friendship with which you honoured me has ever been valued, and 
fully reciprocated;



• I can say with truth that one act of Mr. Adams's life, and one only, 
ever gave me a moment's personal displeasure. I did consider his 
last appointments to office as personally unkind. They were from 
among my most ardent political enemies, from whom no faithful 
cooperation could ever be expected, and laid me under the 
embarrasment of acting thro' men whose views were to defeat 
mine; or to encounter the odium of putting others in their places. It 
seemed but common justice to leave a successor free to act by 
instruments of his own choice. If my respect for him did not permit 
me to ascribe the whole blame to the influence of others, it left 
something for friendship to forgive, and after brooding over it for 
some little time, and not always resisting the expression of it, I 
forgave it cordially, and returned to the same state of esteem and 
respect for him which had so long subsisted.



From Abigail Smith Adams to Thomas Jefferson, 1 
July 1804

• Quincy July 1st 1804

• Sir

• your Letter of June 13th came duly to hand; if it had contained no 
other Sentiments and opinions than those which my Letter of 
condolence could have excited, and which are expressed in the first 
page of your reply, our correspondence would have terminated 
here: but you have been pleased to enter upon some Subjects which 
call for a reply: and as you observe that you have wished for an 
opportunity to express your Sentiments, I have given to them every 
weight they claim.



• “one act of Mr Adams Life, and one only, you repeat, ever gave me a 
moments personal displeasure. I did think his last appointments to 
office personally unkind. they were from among my most ardent 
political Enemies”…The constitution empowers the president to fill 
up offices as they become vacant. This was done by president 
Washington equally, in the last days of his administration…I have 
never felt any enmity towards you Sir for being elected president of 
the United States, but the instruments made use of, and the means 
which were practised to effect a change, have my utter abhorrence 
and detestation, for they were the blackest calumny and foulest 
falsehoods.



• I rely upon the Friendship you still profess for me, and (I am 
conscious I have done nothing to forfeit it), to excuse the freedom of 
this discussion to which you have led with an unreserve, which has 
taken off the shackles I should otherways have found myself 
embarrassed with—and now Sir I will freely disclose to you what 
has severed the bonds of former Friendship, and placed you in a 
light very different from what I once view’d you in—



•one of the first acts of your administration was to 
liberate a wretch who was suffering the just 
punishment of the Law due to his crimes for writing 
and publishing the basest libel, the lowest and vilest 
Slander, which malice could invent, or calumny 
exhibit against the Character and reputation of your 
predecessor,…the remission of Callenders fine was a 
public approbation of his conduct.



• Untill I read Callenders 7th Letter containing your 
compliment to him as a writer and your reward of 50 
dollars, I could not be made to believe, that such measures 
could have been resorted to; to stab the fair fame, and 
upright intentions of one, who to use your own language, 
“was acting from an honest conviction in his own mind that 
he was right.” this Sir I considerd as a personal injury. this 
was the Sword that cut assunder the Gordian knot, which 
could not be untied by all the efforts of party Spirit, by 
Rivalship by Jealousy or any other Malignant fiend.



• The Serpent you cherished and warmed, bit the hand that 
nourished him, and gave you Sufficient Specimins of his 
talents, his gratitude, his justice and his truth. …This Letter 
is written in confidence—No Eye but my own has seen what 
has passed. Faithfull are the wounds of a Friend—often 
have I wished to have seen a different course pursued by 
you. I bear no malice I cherish no enmity. I would not 
retaliate if I could—nay more in the true Spirit of christian
Charity, I would forgive, as I hope to be forgiven. and with 
that disposition of mind & heart— / I Subscribe the Name 
of

• Abigail Adams



Letters now fly back and forth between 
Jefferson and Abigail!
• Jefferson quickly responds to Abigail saying he knew nothing of 

Callendar’s character.

• Abigail responds with more complaints, accusing him of removing 
John Quincy from a district judgeship.

•
Jefferson replies that he knew nothing of this. 

•
Abigail writes a final letter explaining why his actions had hurt her 
and why she no longer esteemed him. (Note: This is an angry letter!)



Did John Adams know about these letters?

• In a postscript added three weeks after this final letter by 
Abigail, John Adams notes that she had requested him to 
read all these letters and he wanted posterity to know that  
it “was begun and conducted without my Knowledge or 
Suspicion.”



Jefferson and Adams

• Friends • Divided

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

T is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

JEFFERSON AND 
ADAMS

FRIENDS DIVIDED

https://boisestate.pressbooks.pub/thecreativespirit/chapter/chapter-7-the-enlightenment/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
https://historia-biografia.com/tag/benjamin-franklin/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://mirror.uncyc.org/wiki/John_Adams
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


HOW 
THEY 
RECONCILED





“Controversy is only 
dreaded by the advocates 

of error”
—Benjamin Rush



He knew 
everybody.

He got along with 
almost everybody 
with one notable 

exception.





• He was a major influence on 
Thomas Paine in the writing of his 
classic text on American

• independence, Common Sense.

https://www.biography.com/scholar/thomas-paine


• He was a friend of 
Washington’s until he 
made  a grave mistake* 
that Washington 
neither forgave nor 
forgot. 

• *The Conway Cabal



• Rush's order "Directions 
for preserving the health 
of soldiers" became one of 
the foundations of 
preventive military 
medicine and was 
repeatedly republished, 
including as late as 1908.



• He is considered the hero (maybe not by everyone!) of 
the Yellow Fever outbreak in Philadelphia in 1793.



• He was an intimate of both Adams 
and Jefferson but closer to the former 
than the latter.



He advocated 
bloodletting for 
almost any 
illness, long 
after its practice 
had declined. 

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA
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• In the 1793 
Philadelphia yellow fever 
epidemic, Rush treated 
patients with bleeding, 
calomel, and other early 
medicinal techniques 
that often were 
ineffective and actually 
brought many patients 
closer to their 
deathbeds. Rush's ideas 
on yellow fever 
treatments differed from 
those of many 
experienced French 
doctors, who came from 
the West Indies where 
they had yellow fever 
outbreaks every year. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1793_Philadelphia_yellow_fever_epidemic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Indies




• He is a Founding 
Father and he did 
sign the Declaration 
of Independence.

• He was the Surgeon 
General of the 
Middle Department 
of the army and 
wanted everyone to 
be inoculated against 
Smallpox.



• The public 
health

• Rush was 
concerned with 
the public 
health. He 
wanted the 
people to focus 
on the personal 
and military 
hygiene as well 
as focusing on 
the clean 
environment



• Rush is also known for 
his efforts to reform 
care given to the 
mentally ill, and he 
eschewed many 
primitive contemporary 
"treatments" in favor of 
careful clinical 
observation and study. 

• This approach, paired 
with his Medical 
Inquiries and 
Observations upon the 
Diseases of the Mind, 
the first textbook on 
psychiatry published in 
America, led the 
American Psychiatric 
Association to dub Rush 
the "father of American 
psychiatry.“



• He was one of the first to diagnose alcoholism as a disease. During a 
time when many believed it to be a sin to be an alcoholic, Rush believed 
that alcoholism was a disease and the alcoholic should be weaned off 
with lighter substances.



Dr. Rush 
burns a book 
and…



Historians

•Are not 
happy!

•



• Good friend of Adams & Jefferson ever since meeting them at the 
Continental Congress of 1775.

• When Adams returned from Europe in 1789,they become especially 
close friends.

• During the 1790s, Rush supported Jefferson and the Republicans 
but, although cooled, his friendship with Adams continued.



• In 1805, both were prepared to renew their friendship, 
Adams writes Rush telling him “that you and I ought not to 
die without saying Goodbye or bidding each other Adieu.”

• For the next eight years letters fly back and forth.

• In 1809, on the day Jefferson left office, Adams asks Rush 
“to take a Nap” and dream about Jefferson and his 
Administration.



• Rush did not respond to that request but seven months later he told

• Adams of a dream he’d had about him (Adams) and Jefferson where 
Adams had written a brief note to Jefferson congratulating him. 
Rush went on to describe the letters that flowed between the two 
men after that.

• Rush knew he would have to work on Jefferson to renew the 
friendship with Adams.



• He told Jefferson that he was hoping the two of them 
would begin writing one another. Jefferson expressed a 
desire to renew the friendship but thought the altercation 
with Mrs. Adams made that very difficult.

• Something was needed to break the impasse!



• In the summer of 1811, two young brothers, 
John and Edward Coles, neighbors and 
friends of Jefferson visit Adams for two 
days and tell him of how complimentary 
Jefferson was of him. Adams replies, “I 
always loved Jefferson, and still love him.”

•
The Coles tell Jefferson of Adams’ remark 
and he was so deeply touched that he 
relates it to Rush and tells him that their 
differences in politics, religion and 
philosophy should not  outweigh all of 
Adams’ estimable qualities. 



• He tells Rush that all he needs was an appropriate occasion 
in order to express to Adams his “unchanged affections” for 
him.

• Rush immediately writes to Adams, including passages from 
Jefferson’s letter which speak of his “unchanged affection” 
for Adams.



Rush’s final paragraph which he hoped would 
close the deal: 

• “Fellow laborers in erecting the great fabric of American 
independence! --- fellow sufferers in calumnies and 
falsehoods of party rage! ---fellow heirs of the gratitude and 
affection of posterity! ---and fellow passengers in a stage 
that must shortly convey you both into the presence of a 
Judge with whom the forgiveness and love of enemies is 
the condition of acceptance! --- embrace---embrace each 
other!”



• The next day Rush writes Jefferson, telling him what he had 
written to Adams and including his peroration.

•
Adams responds to Rush saying that he sees no reason why

• he and Jefferson should not be friends.

• And so on Jan. 1, 2012, New Year’s Day…





Jefferson once referred to a 
famous friend in a letter as 
someone who was once a 
Samson in the field and a 
Solomon in the council but now 
had his head “shaved by the 
harlot England.”

When the letter became public, 
it ended the friendship. Who was 
the famous friend?

“

he sends Jefferson a 
humorous and 
affable letter!



• Adams tells Jefferson he’s sending him “two pieces of Homespun 
lately produced in this quarter by one who was honored in his youth 
by some of your attention and much of your kindness.”

•
Jefferson, having forgotten how humorous Adams could be, 
assumes he’s being sent real manufactured goods.

• Some days later he receives John Quincy’s book, “Lectures on 
Rhetoric and Oratory” 2 Volumes.



Between Jan. 1, 1812 and July 4, 1826, they 
would write…

158 
Letters

Adams wrote 
the most 

letters, 3 for 
every 1 of 

Jefferson’s.

July, 1812: Adams 
wrote, “You and I 
ought not to die 
before We have 

explained 
ourselves to each 

other.”



• Realizing what had happened in 
his correspondence with Abigail, 
Jefferson was determined to 
maintain their reconciliation 
despite many affronts and 
provocations  from Adams in their 
letters.

• Across these years, 
correspondence 
resumed between 
Abigail and Jefferson 
but the letters were 
few and their 
previous intimacy 
was missing.



The letters reflect the personality of 
each man!



Adams’ letters:

•extraordinary 
exuberance

•unrestrained passion, 

•provocative

• sometimes facetious



Jefferson’s Letters:

• Graceful

• Polite

• Somber

• Serious

• Playful (at times)

• `



Adams wrote many more words, and was often the more 
confrontational and aggressive, while Jefferson maintained his 

characteristic philosophical calm.     



• Both men displayed an 
overwhelming 
knowledge of classical 
and religious texts.

• Adams read more 
books than Jefferson in 
a given year but 
Jefferson had an 
excuse:



• He had to answer 
massive numbers of 
letters each year!



So what 
did they write 
about?
(A better 
question might 
be: “What 
didn’t they 
write about?”)

• Adams’ vilification as a tyrant by Jefferson and 
his fellow Republicans;

• The fallout of the French Revolution;

• The growing sectional tensions between North 
and South;

• The death of Abigail in 1817;

• Growing old: “Crippled wrists and fingers make 
writing slow and laborious,” Jefferson wrote in 
1823. “But while writing to you, I lose the sense 
of these things, in the recollection of ancient 
times, when youth and health made happiness 
out of every thing.” 



There was one topic they rarely touched upon – SLAVERY!



Two other main topics of their letters: 
Religion & Aristocracy



Religion, along with the 
French Revolution,
was a major division 
between them.

• They agreed on a supreme 
being who organized the 
universe.

• They both denied the divinity of 
Jesus.

• They both denied the Trinity.

• For Jefferson, Jesus was just “an 
extraordinary man.”

• For Adams, deifying Jesus was 
an “awful blasphemy.”



• For Adams, religion was much more acceptable than for 
Jefferson.

• He never mocked the Trinity as did Jefferson.

• Both men were Unitarian in their beliefs.



The Main 
Difference 
between them 
on religion was

• Jefferson thought 
religion should be 
exclusively private 
and personal and 
not have much to 
do with society.

• Adams never 
doubted the need 
society had for 
religion nor was he 
opposed to public 
support for religion.



• In 1817 Adams said this: “without Religion this world would 
be Something not fit to be mentioned in polite Company, I 
mean Hell.”

• Jefferson would never have said that.



Aristocracy

• Adams: All societies had an aristocracy: “Birth and Wealth 
together have prevailed over Virtue and Talents in all ages.”

• Jefferson: There is a natural aristocracy in every society 
which needs to be distinguished an artificial or pseudo-
aristocracy “founded on wealth or birth, without either 
virtue or talents.”



• Adams ended one letter by telling Jefferson that it would 
be delivered by a young New England man who wanted to 
meet “the Man of the Mountain, the Sage of Monticello, 
the celebrated Philosopher and Statesman of Virginia.”

• Wood states that these taunting and teasing remarks 
indicate how confident he now was in his relationship with 
Jefferson but also show that he knew Jefferson would 
always be his superior.



• MONTICELLO, 
November 13, 1818.

• The public papers, my dear 
friend, announce the fatal 
event of which your letter of 
October the 20th had given 
me ominous foreboding. 
Tried myself in the school of 
affliction, by the loss of every 
form of connection which can 
rive the human heart, I know 
well, and feel what you have 
lost, what you have suffered, 
are suffering, and have yet to 
endure. 



• The same trials have taught me 
that for ills so immeasurable, time 
and silence are the only medicine. I 
will not, therefore, by useless 
condolences, open afresh the sluices 
of your grief, nor, although mingling 
sincerely my tears with yours, will I 
say a word more where words are 
vain, but that it is of some comfort to 
us both, that the term is not very 
distant, at which we are to deposit in 
the same cerement, our sorrows and 
suffering bodies, and to ascend in 
essence to an ecstatic meeting with 
the friends we have loved and lost, 
and whom we shall still love and 
never lose again. God bless you and 
support you under your heavy 
affliction.



1823: The friendship survives the publication of 
Adams’ letters to William Cunningham in 1804

• Adams: With Jefferson “cool, dispassionate and 
deliberate insidiousness never arrived at 
greater perfection.”



Twilight



Around 1813, 
Jefferson and Adams 
began a tally of the 
signers of the 
Declaration of 
Independence still 
living.

• After Rush’s death in 1813, 
Jefferson writes Adams that he 
was the only signer still alive on 
his side of the Potomac and

• “we too must go; 
and that ere long.”



The final decade of 
Jefferson’s life was 
not a happy one



“We have the wolf by 
the ears, and we can 
neither hold him nor 
safely let him go.” Letter 
to J. Holmes (1820) 

T
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Jefferson’s 
Autobiography 
(1821)

• Wants posterity to realize that he 
regarded slavery as morally repulsive 
and incompatible with the principles 
on which the republic was founded so 
he writes this:

• “Nothing is more certainly 
written in the book of fate than 
that these people are to be 
free….I tremble for my country 
when I reflect that God is 
just…”



Missouri 
Compromise 

(1820)
• The debate whether Missouri 

should enter the Union as a slave 
state thrusts Jefferson and his 
beliefs on slavery into the public 
spotlight and he becomes 
obsessed over it and warns of 
impending civil war.



“We have the wolf by the ears and we can neither hold him, 
nor safely let him go.”

• He describes it “like a fire bell in the night, 
awakened and filled me with terror.”

• Leads him to his most pessimistic and fatalistic 
remarks about his country: “I regret that I am 
now to die in the belief, that the useless sacrifice 
of themselves by the generation of 1776…is to be 
thrown away by the unwise and unworthy 
passions of their sons, and that my only 
consolation is to be, that I live not to weep over 
it.”



END RESULT:

•Maine is admitted to the Union as a free 
state (1820) and balance is maintained by 
Missouri entering as a slave state (1821).



The entire 1819 – 1820  congressional debate 
over the Missouri Question turned on the 
question of federal vs. state sovereignty.

• Adams believed that extending slavery into Missouri violated 
what the Founders had intended but doesn’t write this to 
Jefferson because it would risk their friendship. Jefferson, of 
course, believes the opposite.

• “Diffusion” becomes Jefferson’s new solution for the slavery 
question: allowing slavery to spread through the Western 
territories  would gradually lead to it extinction.



“the Virginia Dynasty 
has lost its collective 
mind.”

• When Adams learns that 
Jefferson, Madison and Monroe 
have all embraced this 
“diffusion” strategy he fires off 
letters to his son, John Quincy, 
and his daughter in law declaring 
that…



EFFECT OF ALL THIS ON JEFFERSON

• He limits his contacts --- Adams being the one exception --- to the 
most reactionary segments of southern political culture with its 
defense of slavery and doctrine of states rights.

• His language becomes more “hysterical and apocalyptic.” 
American Sphinx, Ellis, p. 325.

•
Links his legacy to the destruction of the republic he had 
helped create.



•The world around him was changing in 
ways he found both bewildering and, at 
times, even terrifying.



America was 
becoming more 
democratic and 
more money-
minded than he 
had anticipated.

All paper money was 
“a frenzy of 
despotism run wild.”

“we are undone…if 
this banking mania be 
not suppressed.”



More Bad News

• . Virginia is failing

• His depts keep growing 
…and growing…and 
growing…



Conclusion

• “He turned inward and began 
conjuring up thoughts, 
stirring up demons, and 
spouting dogmas that many 
subsequent historians and 
biographers have found 
embarrassing and puzzling.”

• Gordon S. Wood



And Adams’ Final Years?



• Adams also thought the dynamic world of the early republic was 
going to hell in a handbasket. 

• He hated all the banks and the proliferation of paper money as 
much as Jefferson: “the Madness of the Many for the Profit of a 
Few.”

• BUT



• He responded very differently than Jefferson.

• He wasn’t surprised by it and came to believe it was what he had 
expected all along.

• Much better prepared intellectually and emotionally to deal with 
the emerging democratic and commercial circumstances of the early 
republic.



• He simply had many more doubts about the rationality and virtue of 
the American people than Jefferson had.

• This new world never frightened or bewildered Adams as much as it 
did Jefferson.

• “Adams’s cynicism and low expectations of human nature protected 
him from the kind of disappointments Jefferson was experiencing.” 
Gordon Wood



• “Adams was never much committed to democracy in 
the first place. From the beginning in 1776, he had 
doubted the capacity of Americans to sustain their 
republic. He never had Jefferson’s faith in the virtue 
of the people, and he never assumed that democracy 
was the be-all and end-all of government.”

• Gordon S. Wood, “Friends Divided,” p. 409



Jefferson to Adams in 1816

• I have always liked “the dreams of the future better than the history 
of the past.”

• With every difficulty, he expected that things would eventually work 
out. He was a true American innocent.

• In the last decade of his life, he began to doubt that the future 
world would work out as he had expected.



Here is the difference between Jefferson & 
Adams in their final years! 



As the golden jubilee of 
the nation approaches on 
July 4, 1826 both men are 
invited to participate in 
the public celebrations as 
both refuse for health 
reasons.

• T
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Jefferson then writes one of his greatest perorations 
outdoing anything that Adams could have said:

• “…the mass of 
mankind has not 
been born with 
saddles on their 
backs, nor a favored 
few booted and 
spurred, ready to 
ride them 
legitimately, by the 
grace of God.” 

T
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1826:Final Months

• Adams: lost most of his teeth, poor eyesight, could walk 
only with great difficulty.

• Jefferson: losing his hearing, painful prostate inflammation



Final Months: June, 1826

• Jefferson, knowing he is dying, to his doctor: 

• “I am like an old watch with a pinion warn out here, 
and a wheel there, until it can go no longer.”



•Adams to Daniel Webster who asks on a visit how he 
is:

• “Not very well. I am living n a very old house, Mr. 
Webster, and from all that I can learn, the landlord 
does not intend to repair.” 



July 1826

• Early July: Jefferson is in and out of consciousness, 
desperate to reach the Fourth.

• Night of July 3rd he asks his doctor if it is yet the Fourth and 
is told it soon will be.

• Early on the 4th, awakes and calls for his servants.



•At 50 minutes past noon on the Fourth of July, he 
dies, his last hope fulfilled.

• For someone who liked to be in control, it was fitting 
that he managed his own death.



• At the same time five hundred miles away in Massachusetts, Adams 
lay dying and, like Jefferson, was struggling to reach the Fourth.

• Adams awakes on the Fourth of July to bells ringing and cannons 
firing. Asked if he knew what day it was, he replies, “O yes, it is the 
glorious 4th of July – God bless it---God bless you all.”

• He then slips into in consciousness, but before he dies at about six 
p.m., according to legend, he briefly wakes to say



“Thomas Jefferson survives.”



Postscript
• If Adams did say this, he was technically 

wrong: Jefferson had dies 5 hours before 
him.

• However, he was prophetically correct. In 
the mind of Americans, Jefferson did 
survive Adams and he survived him with 
a powerful significance for the nation 
that Adams, despite all his contributions 
and all his realism, could never match.







IF YOU HAVE 
ANY 
QUESTIONS I 
CAN 
ANSWER…



•ASK THEM NOW BUT ONE         
CAVEAT, PLEASE!



•IF YOU HAVE ANY QUESTIONS I CAN’T 
ANSWER…



PUT A SOCK IN 
IT!


