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Beginning 1782

The negotiations at Paris were continued until towards the close of the year, when the treaty
was signed, recognizing the independence of the United States, adjusting the mutual rights to
the territories, providing in some measure for the restitution of the confiscated estates of the
Loyalists, and establishing the Mississippi as the western, and Nova Scotia the northern and
eastern boundaries. 

At the meeting of the Legislature in the winter of 1782, Mr. Adams, despite his resignation
and  repeatedly  expressed  desire  for  a  continuance  in  Massachusetts,  was  re-elected  to
Congress, and a letter from the two Houses, in joint convention, was sent, desiring to know if
he would accept the office. He says, in reply : 

" In obedience to the order of the Honorable Court, requiring me to inform them whether I
accept the seat in Congress for this Commonwealth to which I have been elected, I return my
answer in the negative. Having served in that department more than seven years with much
fatigue, and at a great distance from my family, I now beg to be relieved, and that another
may be appointed in my room, assuring the Honorable Court that I  esteem the repeated
instances of their confidence the greatest honor, and, next to the consciousness of my own
fidelity, the greatest happiness of my life. 

A few of his friends put his name forward this year as a candidate for Governor, but he seems
to have interested himself very little personally in the matter, and fell far be hind Hancock,
who was elected. He resumed, however, his place in the Senate, of which he was again chosen
President. The original documents and rough drafts of bills and resolutions, preserved in the
State  archives,  indicate his  revision in  many instances.  In  fact,  as  long as  he  remained a
member of the Senate, his peculiar handwriting appears in amendments and marginal notes
on the manuscript state papers. As presiding officer of that august body, he is said to have
been particularly happy, and given uninterrupted satisfaction ; and his intimate knowledge of
parliamentary  usages,  together  with  a  never-failing  courtesy  of  demeanor,  was  borne  in
memory many years by some of his fellow-members. He was very tenacious of the dignity of the
Senate during his Presidency. A degree of formality, which would now be ridiculed, was then
the  invariable  accompaniment  of  business.  Messages  from  one  House  to  the  other  were
carried by  members  especially  appointed for  the  purpose,  sometimes  by  a  committee  of
several, whose chairman acted as spokesman, as in Colonial times. Before being admitted the
messenger was announced by the doorkeeper, who stood with his hand upon the latch. 



"  He  was  accidentally  absent  one  day  when  a  venerable  member  of  the  House  was  in
attendance with a message. A junior member of the Senate, who knew no difference in rank
between a  door keeper  and a  Senator,  seized the door  and announced the  message,  and
considered himself as having performed a very kind and serviceable act, until the indignation
of  the  President,  Samuel  Adams,  terrified  the  astonished  member,  by  threatening  an
expulsion for betraying the dignity of his station and the body to which he be longed."1

Mr. Adams, from about middle life, was more or less affected with a constitutional tremulousness of
voice and hand, peculiar to his family, which sometimes continued for several weeks together, and then
disappeared for as long a time. His handwriting indicates the existence and the intervals of this
visitation ; and in several of his letters, after the Revolution, he excuses himself from a lengthy
correspondence by " his trembling hand," " a tremor which," says a contemporary, " was never
communicated to his soul" Gordon, describing the celebrated scene with Hutchinson, refers to
this;2 and the affidavit of Richard Sylvester, in the winter of 1769, forwarded by Hutchinson to
the  Ministry  in  evidence  against  Adams of  treason,  also  alludes  to  it.3 His  daughter  and
grandchildren in old age were equally affected. To the end of his days he continued to wear
garments in the style of the Revolution, which, added to his gravity of aspect and dignity of
address, gave an impressiveness to his remarks, not lessened by a very clear and decisive
manner of speaking, while the tremulousness of voice accorded with his veteran appearance.
John Adams, writing to his kinsman from the Hague this year, says : 

" The great work of peace advances slowly. Our excellent friend, Mr. Laurens, has declined
acting on the commission on account of his ill health, an excuse that I might allege perhaps
with equal reason for transmitting a resignation of all my employments, for I am really in a
very feeble state. I have returned to my old physician, a saddle-horse ; and if his skill does not
restore me, I shall certainly try the air of the Blue Hills. 

" This moment comes in an invitation to sup with the Prince and Princess of Orange at his
country-seat, which they call the Maison du Bois, this evening. All this is right. The Sons of
Liberty have the best right of any people under heaven to dine and sup with this family. I
wish you could be of the party. I always think of you when I see any of the portraits of this
family. William the First looks much like you."4 2 

1 Austin s Life of Gerry, I. 474. 

2 Gordon s American Revolution, I.  288. See also Austin s Life of Gerry, I. 359. The kindness of Professor
Silliman supplies the following extract from a hitherto unpublished letter of John Adams to John Trumbull,
dated March 18, 1817. The letter will appear in full in Professor Fisher s forthcoming Memoirs of Professor
Silliman the elder. 

    "Who will paint Samuel Adams at the head of ten thousand freemen and volunteers, with his quivering,
paralytic hands, in the Council Chamber, shaking the souls of Hutchinson and Dalrymple, and driving down
to  the  Castle  the  two  offending  regiments  which  Lord  North  ever  afterwards  called  it;  Sam  Adams’s
regiments. " 

3 London State Paper Office, America and West Indies, Vol. 152.

4 John to Samuel Adams, June 15, 1782. The resemblance in the portraits has been remarked by others. 



Throughout this year Mr. Adams appears, by the Boston records, to have presided at many
town meetings ; and on some days he left the chair repeatedly to take part in the debates. 

With the cessation of hostilities and the negotiations for peace, the necessary taxations for
meeting State and national liabilities came more urgently before the country. Liberty had been
achieved, but at a price involving entire communities in financial ruin. Massachusetts seems
particularly to have suffered. Her own debt, at the close of the war, when consolidated and added
to the obligations due to the officers and soldiers, amounted to upwards of one and a half millions of
pounds.  The State’s proportion of the Federal debt was at least a million and a half , while
every town had been more or less drained of its substance to support the army. Before the war
the State debt had fallen short of one hundred thousand pounds. An aggregate of more than
three millions among a population of but three hundred and sixty thousand people was an
enormous weight, for which the priceless blessings of freedom seemed to many hardly an
adequate compensation. Private debts had accumulated to an amazing extent in the effort to
meet  the  taxes;  and when recourse was had to  the law for  collecting such  indebtedness,
dissatisfaction was manifested in some of the interior counties. The confusion of the times
had served as an excuse for some, or had prevented others from discharging their obligations.

These were not the only causes which led to the succeeding public difficulties. That laxity of
manners  and dissipation  which  Samuel  Adams had  continually  feared  would  sap  the
foundations of public morality, and consequently of public liberty, and against which his
letters  had  for  some years  warned  his  friends  in  Massachusetts,  had  been  alarmingly
developed by the war, and with the return of peace was becoming still more prevalent.
Minot,  the  contemporary  historian  of  the  rebellion  the  seeds  of  which  were  this  year
germinating, says : 

"The  usual  consequences  of  war  were  conspicuous  upon  the  habits  of  the  people  of
Massachusetts.  Those  of  the  maritime  towns  relapsed  into  the  voluptuousness  which
arises from the precarious wealth of naval adventurers. An emulation  5   prevailed among  
men of fortune to exceed each other in the full display of their riches. This was imitated
among the less opulent classes of citizens, and drew them off from those principles of
diligence  and  economy  which  constitute  the  best  support  of  all  governments,  and
particularly  of  the  republican.  Besides  which,  what  was  most  to  be  lamented,  the
discipline and manners of the army had vitiated  6     the taste, and relaxed the industry of the  
yeomen  7  .  In  this  disposition  of  the  people  to  indulge  the  use  of  luxuries,  and  in  the  
ex  hausted state of the country, the merchants saw a market for foreign manufactures. The  
political character of America, standing in a respectable view abroad, gave a confidence

5 Definition: ‘effort to match or surpass a person or achievement, typically by imitation’

6 Definition: ‘spoil or impair the quality or efficiency of’

7 In context  Definition from Websters  1828  dictionary:  ‘In  ships,  an  inferior  officer  under  the  boatswain,
gunner or carpenters, charged with the stowage, account and distribution of the stores.’



and credit to individuals heretofore unknown. This credit was improved, and goods were
imported to a much greater amount than could be consumed and paid for." 8* 

Extravagance in living at this time is said to have exceeded anything of the kind then known
in the history of Massachusetts. Hancock, as Chief Magistrate, led the way in a series of routs,
balls,  and glittering reunions,  entirely  incompatible  with the stern spirit  of  republicanism
which had produced and sustained the Revolution. His ostentation, profuse hospitality, and a
natural desire to surround his office with consequence and eclat, led him to extremes ill suited
to  the  distresses  of  the  people  he  was  called  to  govern,  to  whom, from his  conspicuous
station, he should have offered a very different example. Adams, though far from being a
bigoted opponent of innocent pleasures, saw with misgivings the tendency of the style of
life inaugurated under the new government;  and on his  arrival  from Congress  at  once
commenced,  with  the  assistance  of  a  few friends,  to  stem the tide  of  dissipation.  But
Boston, after the Revolution, was not that embodiment of rigid principle which started into
action against the Stamp Act, and followed the " Chief Incendiary " through the trials and
dangers of the ten years preceding the war. Most of the leading patriots were dead or away
in foreign lands ; and the masses who once composed the meetings at Faneuil Hall and the
Old South, and looked to the original leaders for guidance, were thinned by the war. These
efforts to effect a moral reform were not attended with much success, though public meetings
at which Mr. Adams presided were held on the subject ;  9   and he attempted to effect something  
by  combinations  among  families.  Writing  to  a  friend  on  the  increasing  levity  of  public
manners, he says : 

" It was asked in the reign of Charles the Second of England, How shall we turn the minds of the
people from an attention to their liberties ? The answer was, By making them extravagant, luxurious,
and effeminate. Hutchinson advised the abridgment of what are called English liberties by the same
means. We shall never subdue them, said Bernard, but by eradicating their manners and the principles
of their education. Will the judicious citizens of Boston be now caught in the snare which their artful,
insidious enemies, a few years ago, laid for them in vain ? Shall we ruin ourselves by the very means
which they pointed out in their confidential letters, though even they did not dare openly to avow them
? Pownall, who was indeed a mere fribble, ventured to have his riots and his routs at his own house to
please a few boys and girls. Sober people were disgusted at it, and his Privy- Councillors never thought
it prudent to venture so far as expensive balls. Our Brad-fords, Winslows, and Wi  n  throps would have  
revolted at the idea of opening scenes of dissipation and folly, knowing them to be inconsistent with
their great design in transplanting themselves into what they called this outside of the world. But I fear
I shall say too much. I love the people of Boston. I once thought that city would be the Christian Sparta.
But alas ! will men never be free ? They will be free no longer than while they remain virtuous. Sydney
tells us, there are times when people are not worth saving ; meaning, when they have lost their virtue. I
pray G  o  d this may never be truly said of my beloved town."  10   1 

8 Minot s Insurrections in Massachusetts, p. 12.

9 Boston Town Records, 1780, 1781.



There will doubtless be many ready to assert that Adams held an impracticable idea of public
virtue ; but it was very nearly realized before the Revolution ; had it not been, that contest
never could have been conceived and successfully accomplished. The terrible ordeal through
which our country has just passed has been traced by acute reasoners to the decline of the
public morality essential to freedom ; and the historian in future generations may found his
theory of the great Rebellion upon the extravagance, irreligion, and universal depravity of
the  age. That  frugality  and economy which  Samuel  Adams endeavored to  inculcate  was
defeated by the conspicuous examples of the Governor and some of the wealthy families, by
whom the efforts of Adams and those of his friends who still adhered to the old code of
morality  and  frugal  habits  were  derided  as  Utopian.  Though  the  disturbances  which
succeeded cannot be entirely traced to these examples, it is certain that they were in no small
degree attributable to such causes.  Returned Revolutionary soldiers, and others who had
suffered  in  the  public  cause,  contrasted  their  poverty  with  the  extravagance  and
dissipation of those who were profiting by the war. The results were such as to threaten
the destruction of all that had been attained in the preceding twenty years struggle. 

The first symptoms of any outbreak in Massachusetts, resulting from the financial burdens
imposed by the Revolution, appeared soon after the close of the war. Insurrections caused by
the action taken by Congress to meet the public liabilities, and the executions issued by the
courts for the payment of private demands, had arisen this year in Hampshire County. The
courts  of  Northampton  were  menaced  with  violence,  and  the  effect  was  to  retard  the
collection of taxes throughout the State. In June, demonstrations of lawlessness on a more
formidable scale occurred ; bodies of armed malecontents appeared in the field against the
legal  authorities,  and collisions took place between the rioters  and the State forces in the
vicinity of South Hadley, which resulted only in a few wounds on either side. The mob out
numbering the government party, the latter were taken prisoners, but were released on the
road to Old Hadley. There the insurgents, finding their opponents rapidly collecting, and all
the boats being secured on the west side of the river, they turned towards Amherst, where the
advance of the government ranks fell upon their rear, and a second skirmish ensued. By the
vigilance of the officers, both parties were prevented from firing, and only one man was badly
wounded. 

The leader of this mob was the notorious Samuel Ely, who had been already indicted at the
session of the Supreme Judicial Court at Northampton for an attempt to prevent the sitting of
the Court of Common Pleas at that place.11 He urged in his defence the authority of a popular
convention,  which  seems  to  have  taken  the  law  into  their  own  hands  in  Western
Massachusetts. While under sentence of the court, Ely, who pleaded guilty to the indictment,
had been released from prison by the mob, and was now apparently their ring leader. He
effected his escape, however, pending the proposals of the rioters to repair to Northampton
and  choose  a  joint  committee  to  arrange  matters,  if  possible,  without  blood  shed.  The

10 S. Adams to J. Scollay.

11 Minot s Insurrections, p. 26.



committee met, and agreed that three hostages should be given for the return of Ely, and the
mob promised to disperse. On the 15th, however, they assembled at Hatfield, and marched to
Northampton to  effect  the  release  of  their  hostages.  Despatches  having  been  sent  to  the
adjacent  towns on Sunday morning,  the 16th,  some twelve hundred men,  under General
Parks, were mustered, including a small detachment of Continental troops and a light piece of
artillery, and marched to Northampton for the support of government. The opposite party,
consisting of about half that number, were surprised, surrounded, and captured. Willing to
spare  the  effusion  of  blood,  another  agreement  was  made  between  mutually  appointed
committees, when, the mob having dispersed at a watchword, the State forces were dismissed
after receiving the thanks of the General for their alacrity and attention to orders, and civil
war was thus temporarily averted.12 

12 A detailed account of these riots is contained in the Independent Ledger for July 1, 1782. " Correspondence
from Springfield, June 25." 
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