John Quincy Adams   -   The Man
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1825  -  1929    Presidential Term

     John Quincy Adams was the eldest son of President John Adams, and his father and he had much in common.  To begin with, they were born in houses standing right next to each other on the same plot of land, and were both rocked in the same cradle.  Bot went to Harvard, became lawyers, served as ministers to Holland and England, and as president for only one term.  In Quincy their graves, like their birthplaces, are side by side.  Physically they had much in common, both being chubby and bald.

     Young John Quincy was a world traveler long before he entered Harvard.  When he was ten his father took him to France and on the way they were chased by a British war vessel, and had a desperate battle with a privateer.  Here he was sent to school to learn French.  A year and a half later when they came back to the U.S., he gave lessons in English to the French Ambassador, who was on board the ship.

     They did not stay home long and three months later were on their way back to France.  By the time he was 12 he had crossed the ocean four times.  On one trip they were shipwrecked off Spain and spent three months on the road getting to Paris.  At 14, in 1781, the bright youngster was in St. Petersburg serving as private secretary and interpreter to Francis Dana, the American Minister to Russia.  He stayed in Russia over a year, and then left and came back himself, traveling through Sweden and Denmark.

     The Revolution over, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson were sent to work out the peace treaty.  John Quincy Adams would serve as their secretary at the Treaty of Paris.

     He returned to the U.S. where he graduated with honor in 1787 from Harvard.  He then studied law, and began to practice when he was 23 years old.  No president has ever served his country so long or in so many capacities:  Minister to Holland, Berlin, Russia, and England,  United States Senator, Secretary of State, Peace Commissioner, President, and in the last 18 years of his life, member of the House of Representatives.

     Louisa Catherine Johnson, daughter of the American Consul in London, married John Quincy Adams in England on July 26, 1797.  It was a marriage that brought him the deepest happiness.

     The icy-veined Adams led a Spartan life in the White House.  He rose at five, read the Bible and took a walk or a swim in the Potomac.  One morning while swimming, someone stole his clothes, and he had to appeal to a boy to run to the White House and get another suit.

     Another of his diversions was billiards.  When the news was made public that he had installed a billiard table in the White House and had billed the government for “billiard table $50,  cues $5,  billiard balls $6,  he was roundly denounced.  He paid the government back out of his own pocket.

     John Quincy Adams was a hard working and able President, but he had very little of the art of the politician.  There was no softness in his manner, and he made more enemies than he made friends.  Mrs. Adams was a woman of fine social manners and showed much grace and dignity in her high position.  But the friends she made were lost by her husband’s coldness of manner.  In the next election he received fewer votes than before, and Jackson was elected President.

     After he left the White House he retired to Quincy, Massachusetts for two years.  He then came back to public life as a Congressman.  He was elected to the House of Representatives in 1730.  The political comedown never bothered him nor did he ever seek any special consideration because of the high office he once held.  He was not a graceful orator.  His voice was high and shrill, but he had something to say, and he was affectionately known as “Old Man Eloquence.”

     He was busy fighting the gag rule, which the House adopted to prevent the introduction of anti-slavery petitions.  Outraged that the people could no longer be heard through their representatives, Adams alone fought the measure year after year until finally, in 1844, it was repealed.

     In 1846 a stroke of paralysis came to warn the old man that death was near, but he kept at his post.  He was in his seat in Congress on February 21, 1949.  He rose, with a paper in his hand, to address the Speaker, when he suddenly fell to the floor.  He was picked up insensible.  Paralysis had seized him again.  He was carried to a bed set up for him in the Speaker’s office.  For two days he lingered, then died, still at his post in the Capital.  His last words were, “This is the end of earth.  I am content.”

     His funeral was the greatest pageant of its kind that Washington D.C. had yet seen.  Ironically, the popularity that had escaped him in life came to him in death.  From age 10 till the day he died, John Quincy Adams served his country.

