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 The internalised other is . . . potentially somebody rather than nobody, 
and somebody other than me. He can provide the focus of real social 
expectations, of how I shall live if I act in one way rather than another, 
of how my actions and reactions will alter my relations to the world 
about me. 

 —Bernard Williams,  Shame and Necessity  (1993; London, 1994, 84) 

 This book is a history of an argument between friends who imagined 
friendship could transform their world. For fi fteen years they argued 
about who they were, what they ought to be, and what they were becom-
ing. A private quarrel grew into a public dispute under cover of pseud-
onyms in rival newspapers. Fearing civil war, they drew comparisons with 
the Roman republic when it succumbed to tyranny in the mid-fi rst cen-
tury BC. One friend, bedazzled by the lure of imperial splendor, bewailed 
threats from within and from democracy yet secretly desired to make 
Rome anew. The whirlwinds of history cast him adrift. The other feared 
more the tyranny of kings and oligarchs and dreamed of founding a new 
Rome in his own country. 

 The friends’ argument is a literary moment in the history of the Ameri-
can Revolution, when, as “Massachusettensis” and “Novanglus,” they 
contested the great issues of the day in a series of epistolary essays pub-
lished on the eve of war between Britain and her American colonies. 
Novanglus was John Adams, one of New England’s most successful 
lawyers when he set out to justify Americans’ right to resist obnoxious 
British policies. He imagined saving his country from a conspiracy of self-
interested men as Rome’s Cicero had apparently done. Writing  Novanglus  
turned Adams into a revolutionary Patriot and nation builder. Massachu-
settensis stood fi rm against the passage of time. The British Empire he 
artfully and skillfully defended, evoking images of civil war and stoking 
the fi res of resentment by inviting a Loyalist counterrevolution against 
the Patriot rebellion. Massachusettensis was an enigma but not to John 
Adams, who imagined him to be his close friend Jonathan Sewall. Their 
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friendship itself was not imaginary, but the experience of friendship led 
Adams to create an imaginary adversary when writing  Novanglus . Later, 
Adams and Sewall both idealized their friendship, creating an imagined 
friendship beyond reality; although unattainable, the ideal was refl ective 
of experience, both fi nding virtue and moral worth in the imaginary 
itself. Such imaginings seem at odds with the general ideological ques-
tion as to the making of the American Revolution: Did ideology stem 
from interests or take precedence of them? The actual debate between 
 Novanglus  and  Massachusettensis  may seem an exceptionally strong 
instance of the latter in Adams’s case and of the former with the author 
of  Massachusettensis . But when viewed through the prism of friendship 
the debate appears deeply personal for Adams; hitherto, ideological dif-
ferences had been negotiable. 

 Friendship as an analytical category enhances the study of interper-
sonal political history. Just as recent scholarship embraced emotion, 
gender, intimacy, and sexuality, friendship proffers new vistas when 
writing the lives of the famous and the obscure. The literatures of the 
private sphere and the personal dimension are so rich and extensive that 
we cannot aspire to do justice to each or any (and we absolve ourselves 
from the obligation to sacrifi ce space to bibliographical essays). Our 
own intellectual curiosity is driven by the inscrutability of friendship 
itself. Every friendship is unique. We can never be certain how any 
friendship functioned. Rarely are friendships documented in detail. 
But with John Adams and Jonathan Sewall we have an opportunity to 
undertake a microhistory of friendship. 1  We see the confl ict between 
ideal friendship (the friendship they imagined) and real friendship (the 
friendship they experienced). We also see tensions between loyalty to 
friends and loyalty to country. These are timeless dilemmas. But the 
politics of friendship (how friendships operate) and political friend-
ship (how they infl uence politics) are understudied by historians of the 
American Revolutionary era, although cultural historians and biogra-
phers have advanced our grasp of friendship’s nature and functional-
ity. 2  Striving to unearth hidden meaning in elusive traces of friendship 
enriches our understanding of the lives of people we thought we knew 
and their personal revolutionary transformations. 

 This book is a friendship biography of John Adams and Jonathan 
Sewall. It examines how  their  friendship shaped  their  revolution and how 
they became adversaries and enemies. We hope to convey the immediacy 
of the argument, the unspoken assumptions, the meaning of allusions, 
the inferences and references, and the tensions latent and manifest in 
their friendship. We must also be conscious of friendship being cumula-
tive as well as immediate: a shared past continually haunts a contentious 
and rapidly changing present. The hardest blows are often delivered with 
swords tempered in a common fi re. 
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 Devised in friendship and dedicated to all our friends, this book engages 
the proposition that friendship matters to historians and to history. 
Friendship is elusive for those writing its history and expecting certainty. 
Understanding is found only in its pursuit. The authors of this book have 
been friends for over thirty years. The book’s history is older. 

 Owen Dudley Edwards: I was a graduate student at Johns Hopkins 
for the third year, in which I shared a fl at with my father, Robert Dudley 
Edwards, in Washington, D.C. He was on a lecture tour of the United 
States, his fi rst time away from our native Ireland. I was investigating 
the American Image of Ireland at the Library of Congress, where I found 
 Novanglus  in Charles Francis Adams’s edition of his grandfather’s  Life  
and  Works . I had found uses of Ireland as precedent, yardstick, or contrast 
in the writings of several American polemicists, notably John Dickinson, 
Benjamin Franklin, and Alexander Hamilton, but nothing like the detail 
or intensity of  Novanglus  on the subject of Ireland could be found in 
theirs. This was before the days of Xerox copying or electric typewriters, 
and I copied out all  Novanglus  said about Ireland and, when I had it on 
my fi le cards, brought it home to show Father. He was a leader of profes-
sional Irish historians at this time, Professor of Modern Irish History at 
University College Dublin, his own Irishness being from his Clare-born 
mother, daughter of teachers and descendant of Catholic peasants. My 
own mother was an Irish Catholic teacher from Cork. Our automatic 
Irish context would thus be rural, southern, and Catholic despite both of 
us being Dublin-born. Father had been working in Library of Congress 
collections as well, chiefl y on the Irish history holdings. He had helped 
many American scholars with their research in Ireland but had a native’s 
sardonic tongue to skin the complacency of foreigners who thought they 
knew Ireland. His reaction to the tenth letter of  Novanglus  was almost 
explosive. He had no idea who John Adams was and was staggered to 
discover he had never been in Ireland, had never been anywhere outside 
New England save for his Congressional sojourn in Philadelphia. But as 
far as Father was concerned this unknown polemicist understood Ireland 
as no American in any century ever had, so far as he knew. Adams had 
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an Irish historical mind. It is nearly sixty years ago (well, fi fty-seven), but 
I can almost hear his voice rising high in delight at the intellectual quality 
of what he was reading. 

 Colin Nicolson: I was born in 1961, the year my coauthor found 
 Novanglus . I was a graduate student at Edinburgh when I fi rst encoun-
tered  Massachusettensis . It was the summer of 1985, much of it spent in 
the rare book reading room of the British Library reading the Loyalist 
pamphlets of the American Revolution. None bristled with such artfulness 
in playing the politics of fear. My coauthor was then my PhD supervisor, 
and the following year I began researching the Loyalists at the Massachu-
setts Historical Society, commencing a professional career which for the 
most part has been devoted to the Imperial Crisis. Jonathan Sewall and 
John Adams, I met early on, albeit long after my coauthor had written and 
broadcast on their friendship and likened it to an imaginary friendship. 
The historical traces of the friendship I found were beguiling, yet intrigu-
ing. Did their ruptured friendship play out in  Novanglus  as Britons and 
Americans? The book project began not in discovery but in friendship in 
the summer of 2007. No one, as far as we could tell, had considered how 
Adams’s presumption of Sewall’s authorship of  Massachusettensis  shaped 
the writing of  Novanglus  and  Massachusettensis . Did it matter? We soon 
realized how much historians have to learn about friendship in distant 
times and places. When Adams started writing  Novanglus  sometime in 
January 1775, he was not so much entering a fresh contest as aiming to 
crown a long-standing friendly rivalry with Jonathan Sewall. Novanglus 
was recognizably John Adams, but who was Massachusettensis? Both 
the writing and the reading of  Novanglus  and  Massachusettensis  were 
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 We started this book when already committed to other projects. We 
maintained impetus with essays and weekly discussions, hoping to instill 
a sense of urgency in our thinking as it was in theirs, knowing that the 
authors of  Novanglus  and  Massachusettensis  had not the privilege of con-
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unwrapped their creations, interrogated the literary personae, and gazed 
fondly on their intellectual indulgences. We admired their intellectual-
ism, for their letters range across history, law, literature, and scripture 
while delving into the politics of the day. We rummaged in their cluttered 
personal histories, conscious that we are part of the future to which their 
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  Figure 0.1    John Adams , circa 1815. Oil on canvas by Gilbert Stuart (American, 
1755–1828). 

  Source:  Gift of the estate of William Smith Shaw, 1826. Boston Athenæum. 



 But what do we mean by the American Revolution? Do we mean the 
American War? The Revolution was effected before the War commenced. 
The Revolution was in the minds and hearts of the people. A change in 
their religious sentiments, of their duties and obligations. 

 —John Adams to Hezekiah Niles, Quincy, 13 February 1818 

 The Historian 

 John Adams’s most famous words were written at home in a winter of 
contentment. The former president was laying the capstone to a distin-
guished if sometimes controversial public career. Handicapped by failing 
eyesight, palsy in his hands, and arthritis, the household was his immedi-
ate audience, posterity his last and greatest (see Figure 001). Nostalgia 
had not blinded Adams to his own shortcomings or responsibilities, and, 
aided by family scribes, he also spoke poignantly to rising generations. 
Americans’ intellectual and emotional attachments to Great Britain, the 
letter to publisher Hezekiah Niles continued, were profoundly altered in 
the decade before the Declaration of Independence of 1776. “ This radical 
change in the principles, opinions, sentiments and affections of the people, 
was the real American Revolution .” 1  

 The “revolution-principles” Adams had espoused included restraint 
as well as impetus. Others more restrained or more impetuous than he 
advanced Liberty and Independence. Adams never forgot the deep divi-
sions on the eve of the Revolutionary War when polemicists and generals 
competed for hearts and minds. When the fi ghting began, he counseled 
wife Abigail they should “prepare our Minds and Hearts for every Event, 
even the Worst,” believing from the “Beginning that the Controversy was 
of such a Nature that it never would be settled.” Only in the war’s third 
year could he declare the Independence “Cause had sunk into the Minds 
and Hearts of the People.—In short every Thing I see and hear, indicates 
the same Thing.” 2  

 The phraseology is discordant to modern ears; the personalized expo-
sition discomfi ting to historians. Abigail preferred “hearts and minds,” 

      Prologue 
 History 



2 Prologue

John “minds” over “hearts.” Enlightenment rationalists like their friend 
Thomas Jefferson might have supposed John put reason before passion 
when explaining political motivation. What good would that have done? 
Jefferson once asked a confi dante, “If our country, when pressed with 
wrongs at the point of the bayonet, had been governed by it’s heads 
instead of it’s hearts, where should we have been now? hanging on a gal-
lows.” He likened “Head” and “Heart” to two old friends in dialogue, 
“Head” guiding sculpture of the Declaration’s preamble but harmony 
always implied. 3  It was much the same for the octogenarian Adams when 
assaying the Revolution’s origins. Adams always intended that the people 
should become intellectuals and bring emotion to bear on intellectual 
endeavor, and schooled his eldest son John Quincy Adams to lead them 
there. 4  He now set his own mind and heart on sustaining the American 
union through helping Americans write the history of their revolution. 
With its second war against Britain barely survived and still scarred by 
slavery, Americans must retain their “revolution-principles.” History 
would be their anchor. 

 To Jefferson Adams rehearsed the questions Hezekiah Niles made 
famous. “Who shall write the history of the American Revolution? 
Who can write it? Who will ever be able to write it?” Adams demanded. 
“Nobody; except merely it’s external facts,” Jefferson answered. 5  The 
dull reply might have drawn a wry smile. Adams did not share Jefferson’s 
wonderment that contemporary Euro-American revolutions were progres-
sively banishing “bigotry . . . ignorance and barbarism,” yet here was the 
herald of American independence shrugging off its history. “I like dreams 
of the future,” Jefferson later intimated, “better than the history of the 
past.” 6  In Jefferson’s heart and mind the age of revolutions continued, 
whereas Adams was compelled to evaluate the American phase. Jefferson 
avoided writing history, awed by dramatic shifts in revolutionary Paris; 
Adams readily called history as a witness, unafraid of French or Haitian 
revolutions conquering North America. Both Founders wanted Americans 
to complete their own revolution by stabilizing government and fostering 
equality. By 1812, slavery, war, Bonapartist autocracy, and monarchi-
cal reaction made the American Revolution seem more important in its 
promises than its performances for humanity. 7  Adams constructed his 
thesis that the “ real ” revolution ante-dated the Declaration with Jefferson 
in mind but feared its historical record was endangered unless he and 
other veterans left written testimony. 8  Many debates in the Continental 
Congress were “secret” or unrecorded. Most revolutionary leaders were 
now deceased, taking stories with them, their private papers dispersed 
or destroyed. Adams felt obligated to become the historian to write and 
preserve the memories of that past. 

 The letter to Niles was one in a series of open letters published in  Niles’s 
Weekly Register  in 1818 scoping the “ real American Revolution .” Substan-
tive in content, intellectually robust, and didactic in purpose, they asked 
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whether a “true history of the American Revolution” could be written by 
future generations. Occasionally Adams hectored his correspondents, as he 
did Niles, but charmed, too, with anecdotes revealing his witness to history 
and how sometimes he was its maker. For readers, his enthusiasm proved 
inspiring. For himself, it was cathartic. For historians, it is puzzling. 9  

 Adams’s epistle to Niles haunts historians, illuminating the ideological 
turn that impelled rebellion. 10  But few realize that Adams himself seriously 
practiced the craft of history. Although ill equipped in political arts, Adams 
was devoted to political science and theory, for which he expected history 
to provide analogies and examples. His  magnum opus , the three-volume 
 Defence of the Constitutions of the United States  (1787–88), is an annotated 
compendium of ancient and European constitutions devised for American 
constitution makers. Jefferson considered  Defence  “good sense” but lack-
ing historical analysis. 11  In his retirement Adams struggled with historical 
detachment. His statesmanship conferred both authenticity and self-aggran-
dizement. His unfi nished autobiography promised veracity while tarnished 
by petty one-upmanship and cantankerousness. His vanity was intrusive. 
In public letters, Adams reminded Americans of his Founding Fatherhood, 
uneasy with praise lavished on Jefferson alone for the Declaration. 12  

 Adams expected the historiographical eclipse of his single-term admin-
istration (1797–1801). His friendship with Jefferson had been nearly 
obliterated by Jeffersonian libels, the most galling charging crypto-
monarchism. Adams’s zeal to remain above partisanship was endangered 
by disgruntled Federalists undermining his presidency. Posterity, Adams 
fretted, might never appreciate how he kept the United States out of 
foreign wars or understand his fear of oligarchy in the turbulent “age 
of revolutions and constitutions.” 13  John Adams, lonely president and 
grumpy old man, feared that history would forget him. It has not. But it 
has forgotten the kind of history that Adams wanted written. 14  

 Thirty years after they had both signed the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, Benjamin Rush told Adams to write the Revolution’s history. Rush 
shared some of Adams’s misgivings about current affairs, urging frank 
reminiscences to educate present generations. He envisioned a documentary-
based history “written by a man who was the principal Actor in the 
events which he describes, and who lived in those times.” Rush might 
have cited exemplars familiar to Adams, notably Thucydides (ca. 460–
ca. 400 BC) or Edward Hyde, fi rst earl of Clarendon (1609–74). Adams 
objected that he required a “Volume” to answer Rush properly because 
of his “very Serious Ideas of the Duties of an Historian,” for “no His-
tory should be written but under the Oath of Thuanus.” 15  “ Pro veritate 
historiarum mearum Deum ipsum obtestor ” (for the truth of historical 
matters, I cite God as my witness) was sworn by the “great martyr” to 
religious liberty, Jacques Auguste de Thou (1553–1617), whose  Historia 
Sui Temporis  (1604–09) won widespread praise for its impartiality on the 
St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of French Protestants (1572) and the 
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Edict of Nantes (1598) reconciling Catholics and Protestants, which de 
Thou, a leading Catholic magistrate, helped to engineer. 16  

 Thuanus’s oath was Adams’s benchmark for good history. “No man 
ought to commit any thing to writing as history, or as memorials to serve 
for history, without a strict regard to truth.” 17  In extolling veracity Adams 
identifi ed historical truth with impartiality and morality in the civic human-
ist tradition. Good history required verifi able facts found in documentary 
evidence. Good historians required patience and objectivity in interpret-
ing these facts. Authenticity Adams generally equated with intellectual 
rigor, but for historians writing about events in their own lifetime—witness 
historians—he considered actual participation in or personal observation 
of these events an additional prerequisite. Adams was not ready to write 
such a history, he told Rush. His personal papers were disorganized, and 
for some “facts” he was the sole surviving witness. Nor could he tolerate 
the “Jealousy and Envy” of surviving friends about whom he must write 
(including his sincere friend Rush). Of his own place in history, he pro-
fessed unconvincingly, he would rather let others decide. 18  

 Adams had little to say about Revolution historians for they had little 
to say about him. One old friend “concur[ ed ]” with Adams’s “opinion” 
that the early histories were “not popular” because they were written by 
“little known” authors lacking “ personal  knowledge of the facts they 
related,” 19  such as William Gordon, an English-born Presbyterian min-
ister returned to London. Washington’s biographer Chief Justice John 
Marshall and South Carolina physician David Ramsay produced hack 
work, Adams opined, 20  preferring British historians and “fashionable 
reading” like Clarendon. 21  Readers “should expect to fi nd more Truth 
in a History written by [ Thomas ] Hutchinson, [ Peter ] Oliver or [ Jona-
than ] Sewell,”—prominent Loyalists—than by Gordon and his peers. 22  
Hutchinson, although an enemy, had written history from his governor’s 
standpoint, more institutionally than politically, and its erudition and 
otherwise perishable documentation demanded Adams’s respect and occa-
sional (if usually silent) admiration. 23  Hutchinson he recommended to 
Europeans inquisitive about writing a history of the American Revolution, 
along with the political writings of James Otis, Jonathan Sewall, Jonathan 
Mayhew, and others he considered indispensable. 24  

 John Adams was not the only Massachusetts Patriot capable of writ-
ing such history. Yet he failed in respect to the best. In 1807, Adams’s 
insecurities surfaced in an ugly tirade against Mercy Otis Warren, once 
a close friend to Abigails. Whilst applauding Adams’s personal integrity, 
Warren had suggested his “prejudices and his passions were sometimes 
too strong for his sagacity and judgment.” Her hardest blow accorded 
with Jeffersonian propaganda: that in Europe, Adams had “forgotten the 
principles of the American revolution” and developed a “partiality for 
monarchy.” Her attack was probably political. Adams cruelly disparaged 
the seventy-nine-year-old Warren’s lack of political experience. 25  (The 


