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HEN JOHN QUINCY ADAMS was defeated by Jackson for the Presidency, after one term in office,
the thing that struck most in his craw was Old Hickory's ignorance and illiteracy. Adams said savagely
that Jackson could not write a sentence of grammar
and could hardly spell his name. His first, agonized
response, when returning to Quincy, Massachusetts as
a completely used-up casualty of the political wars,
was to record in his journal a series of Hamlet-like
soliloquies. These were intended for public view, later
on, bitter and violent as they were. He held nothing
back, feeling that he, like Hamlet, was over-reached
by external and understandable evil and cabals, and
not by any irresistible power of darkness in himself.

W

He wrote he had "no plausible motive for wishing to
live, when everything that I foresee of futurity makes
death desirable and when I have the clearest indications
that it is near at hand. Among the decays of age when
I cannot dissemble to myself is a falling off of the disciplines of the mind. My house is a hospital of invalids.
iVIy cough continues, varying in its symptoms, but no
better. I consult a doctor and he leaves trash which
will tease me and leave me just where I am!' His melodramatic plunge over the precipice of doom became
so extreme that this supremely rational man began,
against his will, to find cosmic significance in his reading lamp suddenly going out, through lack of oil. He
read into this the end of the Revolutionary experiment
in which his family had such an enormous stake.
In page after page of empurpled self-eulogy and
despair, he creates a prose requiem of some Olympian,
dying. He evokes a portrait of a gaunt, overpoweringfigure of a man sitting erect with great effort in his
writing chair while a life as grandiloquent, as casually
magnanimous, as teemingly populated as a vast city,
ebbs away until there is left a monumental ruin, more
awe-inspiring at the end than at the brilliant beginning
and the grandiose climax. The frail flesh congeals into
marble before the reader's eyes.
He was not like this at all. He was a fussy little bald
headed man wheezing through his sixties and seventies
with a shrill voice that cracked under the weight of
emotion, and that emotion was generally uncontainable
anger and annoyance. So undignified was he that, when
he was in the White House, he went in the hot spells
to the banks of the Potomac, undressed and plunged in,
perfectly nude, and swam happily about in the company of any casual bathers or rolicking children there
to share his state of nature.
His appetite for vituperation of those who disagreed
with him is unmatched in our historv^ He not only did
not hesitate to accuse those who opposed him of the

most abhorrent crimes, but of personality defects glaringly present in himself. He wrote, of Jackson, "He is
one of our tribe of great men who turn disease into a
commodity . . . like John Randolph, who for forty
years was always dying. Jackson is so ravenous of notoriety that he craves the sympathy for sickness as a
portion of his glory. He is now alternately giving out
his chronic diarrhea and making Warren bleed him for
a pleurisy, and posting to Cambridge for a Doctorate
of Laws. . . . Four fifths of his sickness is trickery and
the other fifth fatigue. . . ."
Yet he had no qualms about loading down his journal
and the spirits of his family with the following dismal
complaints: "Another painful day, with a gathering
eruption on my right hand. It suspends most of my
labor in the garden and the nursery, and of my head
in the chamber. Mrs. Adams sent for Doctor Wood-«ard to whom I made a history of my complaints,
my constitution and almost all of my life. He prescribed sundry remedies, some of which I shall perhaps
trv^ but with a strong conviction that my only effectual
remedies are patience and resignation, above all, for my
last change!'
A few days later, still unaccountably among the
living, he wails . . . "In the multitudinous whimsies of
a disabled body and mind, the thick-coming fancies
often occur to me that the events which affect my life
and adventures are specially shaped to disappoint my
purpose. My whole life has been a succession of disappointments. I can scarcely recollect a single instance
of success in anything I ever undertook. The state of
my health is irretrievable!'
Then a small ground swell arose in his district to
send him back to Washington as a Representative. He
protested, feebly, that he did not want to go back into
office. He was elected, and the sulphurous glow of his
journal quickened to incandescence. "My election as
President was not half so gratifying. No election gave
me so much pleasure, but the dearest of my friends
have no sympathy with my sensations!'
His family thought it was grossly humiliating for
him to return to Washington on this level, expecting
him to settle grumpily into the role of the elder statesman who has done his best for his country and sits back
to watch, with malignant satisfaction, the errors and
terrors of his successor. He angrily brushed them aside.
He ignobly craved to be right, to be justified. He found
there was some life in the midst of death, and he went
to Congress, to carry on his dying there for sixteen
of the most tumultuous, effective and magnificent years
any death-bed has displayed.
But he was a great man, >and he did have his selfless
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side. His prior terms in office had been long agonies
of frustration and abuse from rattle-brained frontier
politicians. He knew the South, carried forward by the
fluid weight of its turgid rhetoric into supranationalism, would make him their Northern whipping boy,
and repetitiously vent upon him, the same personal,
rancorous, and desperate attacks of old. The increasingly bombastic threats of disunion, from the Southern
members, and their frenzied grabbing and occupying
of the Indian lands, convinced him that they were set
on breaking up the Union. He thought, by the elevation of his presence he could stand in the House as a
revolutionary reminder and prevent them from destroying, by default, the new best hope of man. He
resolved to work for unity, not to enter the slavery
struggle, but always to act with calmness and discretion, basing all his actions on nationally agreed-on constitutional principles.
To do this he would have to curb his temper. "Dissimulation I cannot practice" he writes, from a heart
packed like a bomb with resentment against the proslavery defilement of the Revolution. "Passion can do
nothing but mischief. I walk between burning plowshares and have no support on earth, and with a fearful
foreboding that every effort I could make for the
good of my country would recoil in evil upon myself
and family!'
Men like Adams exude their own vulnerability, and
if they talk long enough on any subject they reveal
the cloven hoof of their own revolutionary natures.
The element he could not disguise or repress was a
raging contempt for the three bestriding colossi of the
Congress, Calhoun, Webster and Clay. "Calhoun is the
high priest of Moloch, the embodied spirit of slavery.
In his system of nullification his learning is shallow, his
mind argumentative, and his assumption of principle
destitute of discernment!' Webster was "a heartless
traitor to the cause of human freedom. He traffics with
slavemongers . . . such is human nature in the gigantic
intellect, the envious temper and the rotten heart of
Daniel Webster!' Henry Clay's "morals, public and
private, are loose . . . as President his administration
would be a perpetual succession of intrigue. It would
be sectional in spirit and sacrifice all interests to those
of the Western country and the slaveholders!'

spirited denial. But Adams had all the deep suspiciousness of the genuine radical, the awareness that ideas
and principles are put down far more often by foul,
rather than fair, means, and he told them it was naive
to deny membership in any organization because his
accusers would, as a matter of routine, meet his denials with a complete set of records from a fictitious
lodge and a handsome forgery of his signature.
The Abolitionists insisted, on their rights as citizens,
to have him present their interminable petitions praying for the abolition of slavery and the slave trade in
the District of Columbia. He said he would do this as
a matter of duty, but he would not support the sense
of the appeal. This drove them into paroxysms of confusion and disappointment. They alternated between
calling him "Old Man Eloquent" and a sell-out to the
slavedrivers, but for five years Adams stood up dutifully and presented abolitionist petitions, never failing,
in his crotchety way, to say that he was against them.
The South tolerated them in silence and they were laid
on the table to collect dust. Then Sam Houston routed
the Mexican Army in the Battle of San Jacinto, and a
great drive began to annex Texas to the United States,
l b Adams, this was the visible culmination of all his
fears: the high-tide of the land-jobbing, slave-jobbing,
rights-of-man-jobbing backwash which was sweeping
away the landmarks erected by the revolutionary fathers. He looked, from first to last, on the Texas Movement as a pro-slavery conspiracy against a free people.

After San Jacinto, to raise the question of slavery in
any form on the floor of Congress, was to create a gap
through which the pent-up objections of the North to
the Texas maneuver could burst. The next time Adams
offered an anti-slavery petition, it was shouted down.
The next step was to process a rule that, since Congress
had no power to interfere with slavery anywhere, and
since such agitation would be disquieting to national
unity, all petitions relating td\slavery should be laid on
the table M-ithout discussion and no further action
taken. When Adams was called upon to vote yes or wo
on the gag resolution, after beirtg denied the floor to
speak on the question, he said, in his quavering voice,
"I hold that resolution to be a direct violation of the
Constitution of the United States, the rules of this
House, and the rights of my constituents!'
He was shouted down by a whirlwind of rancor.
EVERBERATING ECHOES of these Sentiments got
The Speaker demanded that he answer the question
. around, and the embattled Abolitionists, looking
properly, yes or no, and Adams broke the rules by a
in vain for a congressional champion to break the
statement. In the turbulence of this passage of parliamentary amis there came a great moment in the constrangle hold of this triumvirate on the destiny of the
science of mankind. Adams had made his decision to
country, made their way to Adams and demanded he
meet the forces of slavery head on, here in Congress
serve them in this wise. He put them off, brusquely
and before the world, and with the leverage of the
and guiltily. He had a horror of being caught out in
guarantee in the Bill of Rights that Congress shall
association with any organization under attack. He
make no law abridging the right of the people to petiknew it was useless, if accused of being an Abolitionist,
tion the government for a redress of grievances.
to simply and truthfully deny it. He had been accused
of being a Mason at a time when that organization
He knew exactly what he was getting into. His
was being condemned for subverting the country, and
analysis in his journal proves it without a doubt. "Slavery in the South was a perpetual agony of conscious
his supporters pleaded with him to make a public and
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terror and guilt attempting to disguise itself under
sophistical argumentation and braggart menaces, bi the
North, the people favor the whites and fear the blacks
of the South" he \\rote. He was seventv years old; he
knew if he began this battle, he would be locked in a
death struggle with the brute force of men who had
the power to whip their servants to death at a refusal
or a taunt. The insults and the defamations to be heaped
on him would horrify his family, ^\•ho were already
furious because he had exchanged the vested interest of
a retired President, the son of a President, the head of
a ruling family, for the cockpit of a dubious and inglorious squabble. He stood there in his dignified
decrepitude, trembling at the hams, blinking his weak
and inflamed eyes, so defective that the water w ould
constantly trickle down his cheeks, his hands shaking
so badly that he had to steady one with the other, his
voice shrill, weak, cracking so badly that the other
congressmen had to leave their desks and gather around
him to hear what he was saying . . . stood there and
fired the first blast of a continuous battle lasting to his
death, literally, on the floor. It was a battle which increased rather than waned in its intensity, and in which
lie was able, by the slightest comment, to lash the backs
of the slavedrivers raw, sending them into such helpless
frenzies of rage that they would leave the House in a
body under his attacks. He aroused, in most quarters
of the North, almost as much hostility as Southward.
The more the other congressmen attacked him, the
more eloquent he grew. It seemed to them that he was
inhaling their hostility, their outrage and their hatred
like reviving jets of pure oxygen. He goaded them,
day in, day out, on every issue in which the spectre of
slavery could be raised. There was no one there who
could send the young squires of the peculiar institution
into a blind fury any quicker or more economically
than he could . . . nor was there any other member who
concealed less the gratification that the brow-beating
of another man could bring him. He was unceasingly
insulting, irascible, out-of-order, ill-tempered, vituperative and alone . . . and he was magnificent and
he glowed with the unquenchable luminosity of the
prophet who is always right.

w

He stood
there in his
dignified
decrepitude...

a

gone as far on abolition as the public will bear in the
free portion of the Union, and scarcely a slave-owning
member of the House dares vote with me on any
issue. I have been sustained in my own state, but one
step further and I hazard my own standing and influence there, my own final overthrow, and the cause of
liberty itself for an indefinite time, certainly for more
than my remnant of life. Were there in the House one
member capable of taking the lead in this cause of
universal emancipation, which is moving forward in
the world and this country, I would withdraw from
the contest, which will rage with increasing fury as
it draws to its crisis, but for the management of which
my age, infirmities and approaching end totally disqualify me. There is no such man in the House!'
There is one feature of Adams' character, the splendors of which cannot be overstressed. That is the
fullness of his contact with the real world, his unsentiThe Abolitionists now began to seek him out in
mentality about the "people" and his constant awaredroves, begging him to take a significant position in
ness that the faltering of friends is twice as deadly as
their leadership. He answered them almost as queruthe onslaught of enemies. He knew exactly where he
lously as he did the slaveow ncrs. "The most insignifiwas and the precariousness of his position. He did not
cant error -of conduct in me at this time would be my
expect any "help" turning up in the nick of time from
irredeemable ruin. Both political parties are watching
some mystic source. "When a country is prosperous"
with intense anxiety for some overt act l)y me to set
he writes, "the people let nothing disturb them but
the whole pack of their hireling presses on me. The
their own waywardness and corruption and split up
Abolitionists are constantly urging me to indiscreet
into gangs supporting A., B., or C. without knowing
movements, which would ruin me and weaken, not
why they prefer one to another!' Nor did he put any
strengthen their cause. My own family, on the other
complacent faith in his connections with the leaderhand, exercise all the influence they possess to restrain
ship of a gifted elite; since he left the halls of Harvard,
and divert me from all connection with the Abolitionhe claimed that Harrison Gray Otis, Timothy Pickerists and their cause. Between these adverse impulses,
ing, Theophilus Parsons, John C. Calhoun, Andrewmy mind is agitated almost to distraction. I walk on
Jackson, Daniel Webster and John Randolph were
the edge of a precipice almost every step I take. I have
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only a feiv of the great names who had "used up their
faculties in base and dirty tricks to thwart my progress in life and destroy niy character'' And as the
Abolitionist Movement increased in numbers, force
and zeal, Adams knew they would only fan the fires
against them. . . . "The passions of the people are all
engaged against them!'
But men like Adams do not need the unwavering
support of vast majorities and an intellectual elite to
support them in every move. When the time comes,
the help arrives, the progress of the world has proven
this, but the rugged path to human liberation is strewn
with the demolished sentimentalities of those pseudorevolutionaries who cannot understand why the people let them down.
HE GIFTED GENERATOR of controversy finds some
way of wedging himself between the armor plate
of repressed questions so that to dislodge him, the
whole structure of the repression has to be dismantled.
In January, 1837, Adams received a petition supposedly
from twenty-two slaves demanding that he cease and
desist from offering petitions for their emancipation,
as it only aggravated their servitude. He was about to
toss this aside as a crude joke from the master's hand
when an inspiration struck him. Two questions could
be belabored with this significant paper: whether a
petition from slaves, even in the Southern interest,
could be received; or whether the paper, in its referral
to slavery, had to be received and tabled under the
gag resolution, which stated all such petitions weix to
be received and tabled without being read. This would
put the Speaker in the awful dilemma of receiving and
tabling a petition from slaves, a dangerous precedent,
or of not letting it be read, and so not knowing what
insurrectionary evidence it contained, or who the petitioners were. On the other hand, if it ivas read, or if
it was not received, it would go against a favored
resolution to which there were no exceptions nor
qualifications.

T

ping this with the outcry that the member who had
the audacity of presenting a petition for slaves demanding their own freedom, should be brought to the stake
and burned. Nulhfiers urged Southern members to go
home rather than stay and be contaminated b\' exposure to petitions from slaves.
During all this, Adams could have quite easily told
the House the truth about the petition, that it actually
called for his expulsion for offering abolitionist petitions, but his revolutionary temper was up and he
stood mute, with a bitter smile on his pale lips. After
a scene of prolonged chaos, order was established for
a whole series of condemning resolutions which took
the time of the House for three days. Adams was to
be censured, cast out, even indicted by a Grand Jury
of the district as an incendiary and a felon. A Representative from Virginia began to notice the Northern
members approach Adams and depart, chuckling.
Adams finally told a Southern member that the petition actually prayed for what they ardently desired,
his expulsion from the House. This brought on a new
series of attacks on him for compromising the dignity
of the House with a hoax.

After four days of violent invective and threat
against him by an overwhelming majority of members,
all of whom had been personally insulted by his hoax,
his arrogance and contempt, only twenty-two voted
even indirectly and remotely to censure. All resolutions
against him were lost. The rule of the House that
slavery was not to be discussed was grossly violated
by the very men who had clamped it on. The Abolitionists could not understand why Adams would not
now openly join their cause and sit on their platform.
But he was fearful about what the voters of his district would feel about his wasting the government's
time and money on an enormous joke.
"Upon this subject of anti-slavery my principles and
my position make it necessary to be more circumspect
in my conduct than belongs to my nature. The exposure through which I passed at the late session of
Congress was greater than I could have imagined posThis infuriating little man, with his hands trembling,
sible;
and having escaped from that fiery furnace, it
the unchecked tears of excitement streaming down
behooves
me well to consider my ways before I put
his crabbed face, rose in the bored House and said in
myself
in
the way of being cast into it again!'
his shaky, almost inaudible voice, "Mr. Speaker, I have
in my possession a paper, on which I wish to have the
But he did, of course, allow himself to be cast into
decision of the Speaker. The paper comes from t^\ entvthe furnace and the second time it was ten times hottwo persons declaring themselves to be slaves. . . !' The
ter than before. This was on January 25, 1842, when
Speaker, James Knox Polk, a slaveholder and the Presihe took from an untidy pile of petitions on his desk
dent-to-be, watched Adams warily as the old man
one signed by Benjamin Emerson and forty-five other
asked if he would consider this paper as coming under
citizens of Haverhill, Massachusetts. He was now
the rules of the House. Polk said if Adams brought
nearly seventy-four years old. The erosions of time
him the paper, he could answer the question. Some of
were reminding him daily . . . he says, "hourly!' of
the Southern members, eighty of which were slavethe decay in his body and mind, and creating in him
holders, offered to carry the paper up from Adams,
an unquenchable thirst for some repose and relief from
but he withheld it, saying piously, he did not want it
his one-sided struggle. He had fallen in the House
read, against the rule of the House. Then, Adams said,
and dislocated his right shoulder. The slightest chill
the torrid zone was in commotion. Southern members
would now create a smothering hoarseness to make his
rose, amid cries of "Expel him, expel him!" to despeech nearly unintelligible. But he found compulsions
mand that the paper be committed to the flames, topin his conscience he could not resist, even though he
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quailed at the magnitude and danger of the opposition
to any attack upon slavery. "No one else will undertake it; no one but a spirit unconquerable by man, or
fiend, can undertake it but with the heart of mart\rdom. The world, the flesh, and all the devils in hell
are arrayed against any man who now in this North
American Union shall dare . . . and what can I, upon
the verge of my seventy-fourth birthday, with a shaking hand, a darkened eye, a drowsy brain, and with
all my faculties dropping from me one by one, as the
teeth are dropping from my head . . . what can I do
for the cause of God and man, for the progress of
human emancipation? . . . Yet my conscience presses
me on; let me but die upon the breach!'
Mr. Adams presented the following petition; "The
undersigned citizens in Haverhill, in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, pray that you will immediately adopt measures peaceably to dissolve the Union
of these States. . . !' Three reasons followed: that there
was no longer reciprocal benefit between the sections;
that one section was draining the resources of another
without adequate return; that if these one-sided actions continued, the nation would be destroyed. It
never mentioned slavery, but the accursed question
was present in every line. When Adams stopped, a
long, doom-collecting pause rested over the House. A
member got up and said, with the hurt bewildemient
of a child, "But this is a petition for the dissolution of
the Union!' Then Adams said, briskly and ofl^hand, "I
move its reference to a select committee, with instructions to report an answer to the petitioners, showing
the reason why the prayer of it ought not to be
answered!'

w

But this is
a petition for
the dissolution
of the Union

House as a traitor to the revolution of which he was
the last great, visible symbol.
Two young and vigorous members were to be the
chief prosecutors; Thomas A-Iarshall, who served the
double function of coming from a "y^estern" state,
Kentucky, and was of the same blood as the great
John iMarshall; and Henry Wise of V^irginia.
Young Marshall began the attack with some resoluThe House remained silent in shock, and then the
tions which did not, in set terms, say that Adams had
anger began to rise in the Southern members; an anger
committed treason. Adams declared that they did. And
doubly corrosive because they could not explode again
now, under direct attack, what came welling up from
with the blindness and folly they had displayed in
his deepest consciousness was a revolutionary affirmaAdam's previous baiting of them. This time they
tion of the right of resistance. He said, cannily, that
wanted a cooling off period to plan their counterhe had already guarded himself against the charge of
attack and they maneuvered an adjournment with the
treason by stating clearly that he did not think the
understanding that a censuring debate would begin
conclusions in the petition were correct. Then he put
the next day. Adams gathered up his papers and left.
the Southern members under a flogging of the most
Two Northern members tried to organize a Northern
revolutionary character.
caucus to help him, but the great majority begged off,
saying they did not want to create "a sectional quar"I will show that the Southern portion of the counrel!' Eight Whigs and two Abolitionists met with him
try are trying to destroy the right of Habeas Corpus,
in his room and offered their support. He asked for
trial by jury, and all the rights by which this country
some help with references but said he would fight the
exists . . . and prove there is a continued purpose and
total battle alone.
system to destroy all the principles of civil liberty in
At the Southern caucus a complete plan was laid out
the free states, not for the purpose of preserving their
for Adams' political extinction. They would hint that
institutions within their own limits, but to force their
he was guilty of subornation of perjury and high treadetested principles of slavery into the free states and
son by calling on the House to perjure its oath to
force us into a war with England to reopen the slave
preserve the Union, with a proposition to dissolve it
trade. I will show it by documents and I will show it
. . . which if passed would be an act of high treason.
by arguments so that every man in this House shall
But, they would not seek to punish him directly for
know it. This is the state of things that exists, and it
this, but pass on him a sentence of high indignation
is provided for in the Declaration, and if there is no
and offer him up to the contempt of the world. What
other remedy it is time for the Northern people to
they meant was that they would try him there in the
take the last remedy!'
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he had ever done. But he wanted Wise to remember
a moment four or five years ago when another member of the House provided an occasion for the trial
of a crime.
He bent his beady gaze on Wise, who began to
squirm a little, knowing some awful blow was about
to fall on him. "There came into this House then a
man with his hands and face dripping with the blood
of murder, the blotches of which were yet hanging
on him . . . came into this House with hands and face
still dripping, when the blood spots were still visible
on him . . . and I opposed the trial of that man by
this House...!'
Everyone looked at Wise, for this terrible indictment
had been common gossip about him for his role in the
Graves-Cilley duel, wherein his suggestions as a second
were unbelievably bloodthirsty. Adams implied that
he was deeply wounded by the ingratitude of Wise,
whom he had saved from expulsion "although his
hands were reeking with murder and that too, the
murder of an associate brother member of this House!'
Wise broke in violently here to pronounce Adams'
charge as "base and black a lie as the traitor was black
and base who uttered it!"
"Yes, Sir!" shouted Adams.
Adams shrugged this off and turned to give iMr.
Wise continued in this vein for two days, alterMarshall his due. Marshall was a well known drunkard
nately cursing and crying over Adams. "How could a
and he must have felt sure that Adams would not spare
man who had heard Washington's voice, who had
him the roughest scraping of this open wound. "Where
served his country well, run amuck like this? Go on
did the gentleman get his law?" Adams demanded.
with this, Sir, your moral treason, and you will get
"Surely not from his Uncle!' Adams suggested that if
your hemp! Let him be a lesson to the young; let
iVIarshall would take the drunkard's pledge and keep
them regard Adams as dead as Arnold, as Burr, and let
it for two or three years he would blush at the intemthe people look on him, shudder, and retire!" Wise
perance he had just shown, and then, let him go home
ended with a thunderous assertion that "the principle of
and go to a good law school and study the profession
slavery is a leveling principle. It is friendly to equality.
he had disgraced with his "puny mind!'
Break down slavery and you will, by the same blow,
The rest of the debate, which went on for twelve
destroy the great democratic principle among men!"
days, was rather comic. Adams kept saying no convention of slave-drivers was going to try him for treaAdams knew the massed attack was intended to
son, and the Southerners kept saving that they had
wear him physically and morally so as to destroy him,
not made any such accusation. He kept turning on
not only as a politician, but as a man. He knew he had
Marshall and Wise, who were stuck with the attack,
to hang on, to wear them out; to fight a dog-eat-dog
although Wise had faded out of it after the blotchesdelaying action which would prove to the country
of-blood remark. Marshall was trying to stand his
who was the real revolutionary there. He took the
ground, surrounded by his cronies and advisers, and
legal tack that the Southerners had accused him of a
Adams kept saying . . . "It seems the gentleman from
formal crime (which Marshall repeatedly denied) and,
Kentucky and his friends were not sufficient to ruin
therefore, he had to be tried in a court, according to
me from their own knowledge of law, but they must
the Sixth Amendment. The House should, he dereceive dirty little pimping notes from A., B., and C.
inanded, dismiss the matter from their jurisdiction.
to assist them in the argument!'
Then, his small, wizened body shaking with emotion,
gestureless, favoring his dislocated shoulder, he went
The fury and viciousness of the encounter had
to work on Henry Wise.
drained attendance away from the Senate; everyone in
Washington that could, was watching Adams, fighting
He said he thought the Speaker should have stopped
like a pit dog. "He drinks sulphuric acid in his tea"
Wise long before from charging a member of the House
Emerson said. Always Adams lashed out at the South,
with capital crimes, one of which involved the forbringing in letters threatening him with assassination,
feiture of his life. But he had let Wise go on and pour
harping on their brutality and ignorance. He was able
out the ivhole contents of his mind, ivhich he had.
to provoke a vicious fight between Marshall and Wise
But he was not disposed to answer him directly, to
in which Marshall denied the validity of Wise's main
enter the history of his own life from the cradle, and
argument. Wise got up again and again to defend himto ransack every deed, good, bad and indifferent, that
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OR A MOMENT, the Southem members thought thev
had finally trapped Adams, through his temper,
into a hopeless position. Their chosen executioner,
Henry Wise, rose to give the tired old man the coup
de grace. He was thirty-five and so excellent an orator
that he was being groomed to take the place of the
great John Randolph. He began by calling for Washington's Farewell Address to be read to the House, in
which the other Virginian had said any attempt to
dissolve the Union must come from foreign influence.
Wise took off from this to accuse Adams directly of
being an English agent, defiling his father's grave by
working to return New England to the Crown. Adams
had timed this petition to coincide with the British
emancipation of West Indian slaves, who were now
mustering to invade Southem beaches. England would
then seize Cuba, free its slaves and send another wave
of black invaders, while Adams stood waiting, "with
his incendiary torch, ready to blow the Union into a
thousand fragments!" Had not Adams already declared
that, in case of an insurrection of the slaves against
their masters, if the power of the North should be
invoked under the Constitution to aid in suppressing
such a servile war, the effect might be emancipation?"

F

self, hopelessly, from Adams' charge that in the Cilley
duel, he was "more guilty than the man who-pulled
the trigger!' The business of the country was at a
standstill. Newspapers North and South were editorializing that the scenes in the House resembled the worst
excesses of the French Revolution. The merchants,
waiting anxiously for an impending tariff law, claimed
they could not ship a pound of export until the Adams
fracas stopped and the fanatical old man was put in
his place. Adams, on the other hand, complained that
the press was ignoring him and launched such an attack
on the House reporters that they censored out a whole
day's proceedings. He had stirred up so much sludge
that the whole history of the country from Washington's day, as it apphed to the slavery question, was
exhaustively reviewed.
Adams' master strategy of delaying and debating
until they all got tired of it, until the slavery question
was running out of their ears, worked well. He continually brought charges against the South of counterrevolutionary conspiracy, which he backed up by accounts of his personal conversations with Jefferson,
Washington, Madison and Monroe, as to what the
Fathers of the country really wanted here. "I come
home scarcely able to crawl up to my chamber," he
writes, "but with the sound of 'Lo Triumphe' ringing
in my ears!'
He knew he was gaining ground, but he did not
know how long he could keep it up. He was asked
how much more time he wanted for his defense and
he snapped out, "ninety days!' He saw on Saturday
of the second week, the House was tiring under his
great energies and his terrible reiteration of every feature of slavery which made it ugly in the eyes of
the listening world. Sunday he went to church, and
his meditations there produced another one of his
marvelous Shakespearean apostrophes.
"My attention, morning and afternoon, involuntarily
wandered from the preachers and their discourses to
the critical nature of my own position; confident of
deliverance from this particular assault upon me, so
senseless that its malignity merges, by its stupidity, not
into innocence, but into harmlessness; but always dis-

trustful of my own control over my own spirit. One
hundred members of the House represent slavery;
four-fifths of whom would crucify me if their votes
could erect the cross; forty members, representatives
of the free, in the league of slavery and mock Democracy, would break me on the wheel, if their votes or
wishes could turn it around; and four-fifths of the
other hundred and twenty are either so cold or so
lukewarm that they are ready to desert me at the very
first scintillation of indiscretion on my part. The only
formidable danger with which I am beset is that of my
own temper!'
The next day, as he had predicted, the House voted
to lay the whole subject on the table forever, after he
had said he would give up his time if they would drop
the subject. The Haverhill petition was rejected. He
had won this fight and felt good about it; the abuse
he had taken from the Southerners, he said, were indices to the moral sensibilities of slavery-tainted communities; the threats of lynching and assassination were
the natural offspring of the slave-breeders and slavetraders, profanity and obscenity their natural associates. Such dross the fire must purge. Two years later,
he received a greater triumph, when, through his placing it, for all these years, between the hammer and
anvil of his action and passion, the Gag law was voted
down in the House. In 1848, while working at his
Congressional desk, he heard the accursed question
raised again in one of its mutations, rose to meet it
and fell trembling to the floor with a stroke. He really
died there but they took him to the Speaker's Room
and he lingered on, his indomitable spirit denying his
tired body's plea, for a day or so and he went, saying
with the resonant clarity of the dying, "This is the
last of Earth, I am content!'

TRUMAN NFXSON, novelist and essayist, is the author of
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tentatively eittitled Man's Blood.

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

,. »jr«*;i*

„«^

y\

\

\^

1

f\
A ^

\

\

^>

PRODUCED BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

THE
GENTLE
REVOLUTIONARY
N 1931 GANDHI, who had been released from prison
a few months before, came to London for a conference. The campaign of civil disobedience which
had begun with the Salt March had recently ended.
Now there were to be negotiations. He walked through
the autumn fogs of London in clothes that were good
for the tropics, not for England. He lived in the slums
of London, coming from there to more noble buildings
in which he conferred with statesmen. The English
smiled at his bald head, his naked brown legs, the thin
underpinnings of an old man who ate very little, who
prayed. This was Asia, wise, disconcerting, in many
ways unlovely, but determined upon some inscrutable
project and probably very holy. Yet was
it practical for statesmen to have conferences with a man reputed to be holy?
What was the meaning of the fact that
one could be holy, and fast, and pray,
and be in jail, and be opposed to England all at the same time?

incapable of taking care of themselves, backward people, primitive, uncivilized, benighted pagan, who could
not survive without the English to do their thinking
and planning for them. The British Raj was, in fact,
a purely benevolent, civilizing enterprise for which the
Indians were not suitably grateful . . .
Infuriated at the complacent idiocy of this argument, I tried to sleep and failed.
Certain events have taken place since that time.
Within a dozen years after Gandhi's visit to London
there were more hideous barbarities perpetuated in
Europe, with greater violence and more unmitigated
fury than all that had ever been attributed by the
wildest imaginations to the despots of
Asia. The British empire collapsed. India attained self-rule. It did so peacefully
and with dignity. Gandhi paid with his
life for the ideals in which he believed.
As one looks back over this period of
confusion and decline in the West, the
cold war, and the chaos and struggle of
Gandhi thus confronted the England
the world that was once colonial, there
of the depression as a small, disquieting
is one political figure who stands out
question mark. Everybody knew him,
from all the rest as an extraordinary
and many jokes were made about him.
leader of men. He is radically different
He was also respected. But respect imfrom the others. Not that the others did
plied neither agreement nor comprehennot on occasion bear witness to the trasion. It indicated nothing except that
dition of which they were proud because it was Christhe man had gained public attention, and this was retion. They were often respectable, sometimes virtuous
garded as an achievement. Then, as now, no one parmen, and many of them were sinceiely devout. Others
ticularly bothered to ask if the achievement signified
were at least genteel. Others, of course, were criminals.
something.
Judging by their speeches, their programs, their exYet I remember arguing about Gandhi in mv school
pressed motives, they were civilized. Yet the best that
dormitory: chiefly against the football captain, the
could be said of them may be that they sometimes
head prefect, who had come to turn out the flickering
combined genuine capability and subjective honesty.
gaslight, and who stood with one hand in his pocket
But
apart from that they seemed to be the powerless
and a frown on his face which was not illuminated
victims
of a social dynamic that they were able neither
with understanding. I insisted that Gandhi was right,
to
control
nor to understand. They never seemed to
that India was, with perfect justice, demanding that
dominate
events,
only to rush breathlessly after the
the British withdraw peacefully and go home; that the
parade
of
cataclysms,
explaining why these had hapmillions of people who lived in India had a perfect
pened,
and
not
aware
of how they themselves had
right to run their own country. Such sentiments were
helped
precipitate
the
worst
of disasters. Thus with all
of course beyond comprehension. How could Gandhi
their
good
intentions,
they
were
able at best to rescue
be right when he was odd? And how could I be right
themselves
after
plunging
blindly
in directions quite
if I was on the side of someone who had the wronoO
other than those in which they claimed to be going. In
kind of skin, and left altogether too much of it exposed?
the name of peace, they wrought enormous violence
A counterargument was offered but it was not an
and destruction. In the name of liberty they exploited
argument. It was a basic and sweeping assumption that
and enslaved. In the name of man they engaged in
the people of India were political and moral PRODUCED
infants.
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