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Editor's Note: Valuable help in preparing this issue was provided by
Drr. Patrick J. Owens, a recent graduate of the University of Notre
Dame’s history department and a John Quiney Adams scholar. He
checked the references to the meeting in the Adams Papers. The Mas-
sachusetts Historical Society provided information on the location of
microfilm copies of the Adams Papers. The portraits on page 3 are
courtesy of the Adama National Historic Site and reproduced from The
Dictionary of American Portraits (Dover Publications, Inc., 1967). The
rest of the photographs are from the files of the Lincoln National Life
Foundation.

Vieweors of educational television’s “Adams Chronicles”
have been afforded a rare example of packing as much his-
tory into a popular dramatic series as the dramatic structure
can bear. Short of hav-
Ing a man standing in
front of a blackboard,
the old ‘‘sunrise
semester’” format that
educational television
15 trying to get away
from, this may well be
as much history as one
can get from television.
The medium makes
severe demands on its
message; of history, it
demands narrative
drive and dramatic im-
pact. There is no lati-
tude for a leisurely or
painstaking discus-
sion of the merits of
various kinds of evi-
dence: the show must
g0 on.

Lincoln students fur-
rowed their brows and
shifted uneasily in their
chairs during one of the
more powerful scenesin
the s=eries. Charles
Francis Adams, grand-
son of one President
and son of another, had
come to Washington to
receive his instructions
for his mission to En-
gland as Ambassador
to the Court of St
James. Secretary of
State William Seward
took him to meet the
new President; it would
be the only meeting be-
tween the Ambassador
and Abraham Lincoln.
Adams, at his artic-
ulately deferential and

FIGURE 1. Charles Francis Adams (1807-1886), the son of John
Quincy Adams, spent most of his childhood in Europe and attended
English schools for two years. His greatest diplomatie triumphwas His
his prevention of the sale of the Laird rams to the Confederacy.

solemnly statesmanlike best, thanked the President and ex-
pressed his hopes to be able to live up to hisimportant and dif-
ficult mission. Lincoln said nothing of the mission and,
insultingly, told Adams that he was Seward’s man, not Lin-
coln’s, and owed his thanks to the Secretary of State. Lincoln
then sat down at his desk, leaned back in his chair, clasped his
hands behind his head, and informed Seward that he had just
settled the appointment for the Chicago post office! An awk-
ward moment followed, and Lincoln agked whether there was
anything else they wanted. With that, the meeting ended.

The great hope of the third Adams political generation thus
encountered the new forcein American politics, the man of the
people, the man of no
breeding. The scene is
set for the denouement
of the Adams family
story: unable or unwill-
ing to play the game of
politics by the new rules
of mass democracy, the
family will be spurned
by the America it ex-
pects to serve. The logic
of Henry Adams's dis-
pust with “Grantism”
in politics in the next
generation flows
naturally from this im-
age:; for the Lincolns
and Grants of this polit-
ical world there are no
statesmen, only office-
seekers,

The makers of the
“Adame Chronicles”
were not taking license
with the written
sources; in fact, they
followed their source
scrupulously. The
source is Charles Fran-
cis Adams, Junior's biog-
raphy of his father,

Charles Francis
Adams (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin,

1900). The account is
worth quoting at
length:

Mr. Adamsmade at
the time his own
diary record of the
gingle official inter-
view he was ever
destined to have with
President Lincoln.

half-amused,
half-mortified, alto-
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FIGURE 2. William L. Dayton (1807-1864) was Lin-
coln’'s first choice for ambassador to England. He

served as ambassador to France until his death in
1864,

gether shocked description of it, given contempo
raneously Lo members of his family was far more graphie,
He had been summoned to Washington by the secretary of
state to receive his verbal instructions. The country was in
the midet of the most dangerous erisisin its history: a crisis
in which the action of foreign governments, especially of
England, might well be decisive of results, The policy to be
pursued was under consideration. [t was a grave topie,
worthy of thoughtful consideration. Deeply impressed
with the responsibility devolved upon him, Mr. Adams went
with the new secretary to the State Department, whence, at
the suggestion of the latter, they presently walked over to
the White House, and were ushered into the room which
more than thirty vears before Mr. Adams associated most
closely with his father, and his father's trained bearing and
methodical habits. Presently a door opened, and a tall,
large-featured, shabbily dressed man, of uncouth ap-
pearance, slouched into the room. His much-kneed, ill-fit-
ting trousers, coarse stockings, and worn slippers at once
caught the eve, He seemed generally ill at ease, — in man-
ner, constrained and shy. The secretary introduced the
minister to the President, and the appointee of the last pro-
ceeded to make the usual conventional remarks, expressive
of obligation, and his hope that the confidence implied in
the appointment he had received might not prove to have
been misplaced. They had all by this time taken chairs; and
the tall man listened in silent abstraction. When Mr. Adams
had finished, — and he did not take long, — the tall man re-
marked in an indifferent, careless way that the appoint-
ment in guestion had not been his, but was due to the secre-

tary of state, and that it was to “Governor Seward’’ rather
than to himself that Mr. Adams should express any sense of
obligation he might feel; then, stretching out his long legs
before him, he said. with an air of great relief as he swung
his long arms to his head: — “Well, governor, I"ve this morn-
ing decided that Chicago post-office appointment.” Mr.
Adams and the nations foreign policy were dismissed
together! Not another reference was made to them. Mr. Lin-
coln seemed to think that the cocasion called for nothing
further: as to Mr. Adams, it was a good while before he re-
covered from his dismay; — he never recovered from his
astonishment, nor did the impression then made ever
wholly fade from his mind.
Although there were some small differences in detail in the
televised version, the “Chronicles” followed the account
closely and rendered its spirit nicely enough,

The problem lies in the necessity of simplification for the
sake of dramatic impact. Leaving aside the invitation in
Charles, Junior's account to compare Charles, Semor’s orig-
inal diary entry with the family tradition, one can say that
there are other published sources of information written by
members of the Adams familv which suggest that the nature
of the meeting was somewhat different from the televised ver-
sion. The most obvious of these lies in Henry Adams’s famous
autobiography, The Education of Henry Adams, Henry was
the Ambassador’s son too, and he accompanied his father to
England as his private secrelary. He points out that his
father's principal aide, also a political appointes, was useless;
“As Secretary of Legation the Executive appointed the editor
of a Chicago newspaper who had applied for the Chicago
Post-Office; a good fellow, universally known as Charley Wil-
#on, who had not a thought of staying in the post, or of help-
ing the Minister." Much of the succeeding episode in the
“Chronicles” was based on The Education; yvet there was no
attempt to pursue this obvious lead. Clearly, the Chicago post
office was not something that was totally unrelated to the
Adameg mission: an applicant for that of fice was being sentin-
stead to England. Was Lincoln's mention of the Chicago post
office a gratuitous slur on Mr. Adams’s high office; was it the
low preoccupation of a petly politician from the West?

The evidence in Charles Francis Adams’s diary seems con-
clusive. This is the entry for March 28, 1861; Seward was dis-
cussing the state of affairs with the new admimstration after
suggesting that they go to see the President without a
scheduled appointment:

Not very encouraging | thought. He [Seward] spoke of the

President kindly and as coming gradually right, whilst he

exposed to me without comment or censure a picture of his

own situation — much absorption in the details of office dis-
pensation, but little application to great ideas, The Cabinet
without unity, and without confidence in the head or in
each other. [ must say | can now foreses but one result. He
spoke of my appointment as his victory, whilst he made a
apecies of apology for the selection of Mr, Wilson which
seemed to me a little lame. Failing to carry his nomination
for the post office at Chicago, the President by way of com-
pensation flung him the place of secretary of legation of
which the man was innocent of all wish. Mr. Seward could
raise no objection to his own friend. I replied that | had no
objection to the choice, upon the assurance that he was un-
objectionable, which he gave me. After breakfast he pro-
posed to me to go the President's to acknowledge my
appointment which [ did. We found oursel ves in the Cabinet
with only Mr. Arnold. the member of the Chicago District of
llinois there. He was evidently grieving at the President’s
taking out of his hands the choice of the Postmaster of Chi-
cago, and appointing a person he did not like. Soon the Pres-
ident came in. He shook hands with me and said something
complimentary, | briefly thanked him for the honor con-
ferred upon me, and expressed the hope not to discredit his
selection, In the matter of that, said he, | have no great
claim on you, for the selection was mainly Governor
Seward’s. [ replied, admitting my consciousness of the fact,
but that without his assent, the act could not have been
done. The President then turned to the main idea and an-
nounced his decision in the Chieago case, He was about to
go on to talk with Governor Seward on other topics without
minding me, when the latter gave me a hint, and [ respect-
fully took my leave. Such was his fashion of receiving and
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FIGURE 3. The sons of Charles
Francis Adams, Charles at top,
Henry in the middle, and Brooks
at the bottom.

dismissing the incumbent of one of
the two highest posts in the foreign
service of the country! [ left the pre-
sence cheerfully enough, and con-
gratulated myself that the task of
being in his council had not been
laid upon me.
Within the same rough parameters of
truth, what a very different image of
the meeting this entry presents!

The Chicago post office was not
only germane to the conversation,
Seward and Adams had themselves
been discussing it just before going to
meet the President. Lincoln, thinking
alwave in terms of a very voung
party’s unity, had wanted to give the
ambassadorships of England and

tion of the post office became a gross equation of the highest diplomatic post
with 2 miserable and petty patronage plum? The answer lies in theinterests
and needs of the storvtellers, and a clue lies ready at hand, again, in the
famous Education of Henry Adams. Describing his feeling of “ridiculous”
inadequancy to be the private secretary to his father in London, Adams
could recall that he was comforted only by the knowledge that he “was not a
vilture of carrion — patronage.”

The Adams family had along tradition of political aloofness, despite their
ability to play the game with skill. In the Presidency of John Adams, the
Sedition Act squinted towards the elimination of any legitimate party oppo-
sition. Yet Adams himself came nearer than many of his Federalist cohorts
to accepting party as a necessary evil, and his rival Jefferson was almost as
willing to see crifical newspapers prosecuted by government (as long as it
was a state and not the federal government) as Adams was. The spirit of the
times in the early republic was hostile to political party.

John Quincy Adams began as a moderate Federalist too and did those
things that a politician had to do to remain in the good graces of the demo-
cratic masses. As a National Republican, he gained the Presidency in 1824
by what his critics called a “corrupt bargain™ with Henry Clay — aunion, it
was said, of the Puritan and the Blackleg, Blifil and Black George. As Presi-
dent, however, he refused to turn out officeholders who were working
against his reelection, and he lost in 1828 in part because of reluctance to
bargain with the Anti-Masons.

Charles Francis Adams lost the chance he had for the Liberal Republican
nomination in 1872 by writing a
frosty letter claiming that he did
not want the nomination, that he
would not negotiate for it or give
any assurances to anvbody, and
that he would accept only an “un-
equivocal call.” One of the major
planks of the Liberal Republican
platform was civil service reform,
and increasingly the Adams family
Fo showed interest in reforms which
2 By would get good men rather than
"';'i:j.- party hacks into office. The reform
< served an urgent family need —

sl some would say almost a psycholog-

*:: 3 ical need — among Charles Fran-
L e ciz Adams's children.
i As the prospects that Henry,

Brooks, John Quiney, 2d, or
Charles Francis, Junior, would
reach the station attained by their
grandfather dimmed, the feeling
that pullti(!al parties were corrupt
engines for driving medioerities

France to William L. Dayton and John C. Frémont, who had been the Repub-
lican nominees for Vice-President and President in 1856, Seward had pre-
ferred Adams for England, because Adams had been a major supporter of
Seward's conservative policies in the secession crisis and, before that, of
Seward's nomination for the Presidency in 1860, Moreover, he had no love
for Frémont, Lincoln vielded, but when Seward sought to press Charles L.
Wilson's appointment for Chicago, he ran afoul of Lincoln's strong obliga-
tion to John Locke Scripps, editor of the Chicago Press and Tribune, who
had prepared a campaign biography of the President in the summer of 1860,
Scripps got the Chicago post office, and Lincoln did his best to mollify
Seward by giving Wilson the secretaryshipin the English legation. Thus the
Chicago post office was a subject of interest to Seward, Lincoln, and Adams.
In fact, since [saac Arnold of Chicago was also present, it was about the only
interest that everyone present had in common.

For Adams, the nature of the conversation was insulting enough anyvhow.
Surely a mitigating circumstance, however, was the fact that their meeting
was not a formal one — that Seward and Adams came unannounced. More-
over, Arnold was already waiting to see the President when they came in,
and, if his presence had already been announced, it was no wonder the
Chicago post office was the first subject which came to mind after he had
“said something complimentary” to the distinguished representative of the
Adams dynasty.

Why, over the yvears, did the Adams family's version of the story change?
Why did Isaac Arnold disappear from the scene altogether, so that the men-
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and demagogues to office sharpened. Henry learned early
that “Truth in politics might be ignored as a delusion.” The
political process seemed to favor “men whose energies were
the greater, the less they wasted on thought; men whosprang
from the soil to power; . . . moreor less dull in outward appear-
ance.” The political unrest of the 1880s made him think “it
probably his last chance of standing up for his eighteenth-
century principles, strict construction, limited powers, George
Washington, John Adams, and the rest.” The giants of the era
of the Founding Fathers were still available, but America did
not call them.

By the 1890s, Henry's brother Charles was, in the words of
his biographer, a“patrician at bay.” In 1896, he wrote a friend
about politics, “I can influence no one. Everyvone I could pos-
sibly influenee, . . thiuks as [ do, while those who think other-
wise regard me as belonging essentially to the ‘classes,” and
as, therefore, not even entitled to a hearing, much less to any
degree of confidence, on the part of what they are pleased to
call the ‘masses.” " He was at work on the biography of his
father at this very time; the volume was shaped by these feel-
ings. The equation of the Court of Saint James with the Chica-
go post office was all he could see in this father's diary ac-
count. It exemplified the forces that made the Adams family
feel irrelevant. Isaac Arnold then vanished from the Cabinet
room, never to return. Martin Duberman’s 1961 biography of
Gl‘;jrléﬂ Francis Adams repeats the story as Charles, Junior,
told it.

Charles Francis Adams took his revenge on Lincoln. In
1873, he delivered a eulogy on William H. Seward before the
New York legislature. Adams was still “Seward's man," ina
sense, and he still tended to view Lincoln as he had appeared
to Seward in the midst of the secession crisis. After that,
Adams had left for Europe, not to return until after Lincoln's
death; his sparser contact with domestic events in America
failed to keep him in touch with Seward's changing view-
point. Moreover, the inadeguacy of his awkward meeting with
Lincoln still rankled him.

After a statement that Lincoln “afterward proved himself
before the world a pure, brave, honest man, faithful to his
arduous task, and laying down his life at the last as a penalty
for his country's safety,” Adams devoted himself to “strict jus-
tice in discriminating between persons.” He affirmed “with-
out hesitation that, in the history of our Government down to
this hour, no experiment sorash has ever been made as that of
elevating to the head of affairs a man with so little previous
preparation for his task as Mr. Lincoln.” Of foreign affairs
“he knew absolutely nothing,” and “he was quite deficientin
his acquaintance with the character and qualities of public
men, or their aptitude for the positions to which he assigned
them. Indeed, he never selected them soley by that standard.”
In fact, Lincoln largely ignored experience and technical
qualifications: “It was either partisan service, or geographi-
cal position, or the length of the lists of names to commenda-
tory papers, or the size of the salary, or the unblushing per-
tinacity of personal solicitation, that wrung from him many
of his appointments,” Seward was Lincoln's superior “in na-
tive intellectual power, in extent of acquirement, in breadth of
philosophical experience, and in the force of moral disci-
pline.” Nevertheless, “Mr. Seward voluntarily dismissed for-
ever the noblest dreams of an ambition” for the Presidency
which “he had the clearest right to indulge, in exchange for a
more solid power to direct affairs for the benefit of the nation,
through the name of another, who should vet appear in all
later time to reap the honors due chiefly to his labors.”

The notion that Seward was the power behind the throne
was not new, John Wilkes Booth, for one, held that theory and
therefore included Seward as a victim in his grisly assassina-
tion plot. To have that theory come from a source as highly
placed as Adams had been, however, was a matter of great
significance. Immediately, the surviving members of Lin-
coln’s Cabinet initiated a correspondence among themselves
discussing "‘a general statement correcting the misrepresen-
tations semi-officially put forth at Albany.” Salmon Chase,
Montgomery Blair, and Gideon Welles thought about making
such a statement. Chase, however, died just a month after
Adams's address, and Welles felt that the passing of the mem-
bers of the Cabinet suggested the urgency of a fuller state-
ment of the opposite view whileit was still possible to obtain it
from eyewitnesses, Late in 1873, Welles published three arti-

cles in answer to the address and published a fuller version in
a book, Lincoln and Seward, in 16874

These were the first big volleys in the long war over Lin-
coln’s reputation. The terms of the debate quickly left the era
of civil service reform behind, and there was never any great
reason to investigate the roots of Adams's dislike. Chroniclers
of the Adams family perpetuated the story of the meeting as
“Lincolniana” became a field unto itself. The paths of these
two great American names hardly ever crossed again.

Still, one need not be acquainted with the arcana of the
Lincoln field in order to be able to describe the meeting be-
tween Adams and Lincolnin a different light. Henry Adams’s
autobiography contains the clue to the relevance of the Chica-
go post office. Charles's biography of his father all but invites
comparison with the original diary entry. And the “Adams
Chronicles™ had access to the cooperation of the publishers of
the Adams papers, available on microfilm to everyone.

The problem was not lack of zeal for research, necessarily,
nor was it protectiveness of the Adams family name. The
problem was the medium. Television demands drama, brief
situations in which both action and dialogue tell a story of
interest. Drama does not lend itself well to explaining the
intricacies of patronage policy. In an hour on the subject of
the Adams mission to London, television cannot explain that
two Chicago newspapers editors vied for the same patronage
plum, that one was championed by Seward and the other by
Lincoln, that such patronage was customarily the preserve of
the local Congressman who had become irate that the choice
was removed from his hands, that Seward’s influence on Lin-
coln was rising but had been exhausted by getting Adams
rather than Dayton the appointment to England, that Lin-
coln tried even so to please Seward by giving his man in Chi-
cago a job in England, that this man was inadequate to the
task but that Seward could not tell the President so because
the appointes was Seward's man, and that therefore the Chi-
cago post office had a vital connection to the Court of Saint
James. This is a subject for a book or, perhaps, alecture; it is
not the stuff of television drama. But it is history.

FIGURE 4. Pamphlet version of C. F. Adams's eulogy
on Seward.
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