
Over the course of John Adams’s long life, America 
grew rapidly from a group of loosely-affiliated 
British colonies to a powerful nation of twenty-
four states. Adams was not a mere witness to the 
creation of this new and unprecedented republic:  
he was instrumental in defining the new country.  
He negotiated its geographical borders and 
commercial rights, persuaded European powers 
to officially acknowledge the United States’ 
independence, contributed to its most important 
founding documents, and served as the country’s 
first vice president and second president. 

The books in John Adams’s library provided their 
owner with invaluable geographical, philosophical, 
and political resources. Adams voraciously absorbed 
all he could from his books to make sense of 
the changing world around him and tested his 
new knowledge in the heat of revolutionary and 
diplomatic action. His dynamic, addictive reading 
gave force to his shaping of key documents  
of American government and the very nation  
as a whole.

The most famous pamphlet of the American  
Revolution, Common Sense was written by  
Englishman Thomas Paine in early 1776 as a  
provocative call to action for the colonies to  
declare their independence from Britain. First 
published anonymously, Common Sense was  
often attributed to John Adams, although Adams 
claimed to a friend that he could “not have  
written anything in so manly and striking a style.” 
Nearly half a million copies of the influential  
48-page pamphlet were printed and circulated 
during its first year of publication.

The “Common Sense” of Adams

Adams purchased this beautiful atlas of North 
America while serving as a diplomat in France  
in the 1780s. The largest of all the books in his  
library, the atlas contains hand-colored maps 
from two separate atlases that Adams had bound 
together as a single volume. This particular map 
includes the New England country that Adams 
knew best.  His hometown of Braintree (written 
here as “Brantree”) is located just south of  
Boston. Some roads appear simply as double 
lines. It is clear that Adams actively used this  
atlas for reference purposes, hand-indexing the 
exterior of each folded map for easy accessibility. 
 
Although the maps were printed by a French  
publisher, they are based on the best English  
cartographic sources of the period. The date on 
each map represents the publication date  
rather than the date the map was first engraved. 
The elaborate, decorative cartouche in the lower 
right-hand corner idealizes the original landing 
at Plymouth Rock by the Pilgrims. Although  
a seemingly idyllic setting, it also represents  
England’s commercial interests in the New World, 
with the beaver and its fur pelt, tree timber,  
and the fish swimming along the new land’s  
extensive seaboard. A smiling Native American 
gently bows, welcoming the new arrivals.

Adams had recently returned from France in 1779 
when he was selected as a delegate to the  
Massachusetts constitutional convention and 
asked to write the draft constitution for the  
state. The Massachusetts Constitution remains 
the oldest functioning written constitution in  
the world to this day. The document echoed 
many of Adams’s recommendations in his earlier 
Thoughts on Government, particularly the  
separation and balance of political powers and 
the establishment of an independent judiciary.

Country
I would cheerfully retire from public life 
forever, renounce all Chance for Profits 
or Honors from the public, nay I would 
cheerfully contribute my little Property  
to obtain Peace and Liberty. — But all  
these must go and my Life too before  
I can surrender the Right of my Country  
to a free Constitution. 
—John Adams to Abigail Adams, October 7, 1775

Really, there ought not to be a state, a city,  
a promontory, a river, an harbor, an inlet, or  
a mountain in all America but what should 
be intimately known to every youth who  
has any pretensions to liberal education.
— John Adams to Abigail Adams, August 13, 1776

The Adams Atlas

Constitutionally Sound

John Adams purchased two  
copies of Common Sense en route  
to the Continental Congress in  
Philadelphia in February, 1776, and 
sent one home to his wife Abigail, 
who circulated among their friends.  
Although he supported Englishman 
Thomas Paine’s call for immediate 
independence for the American  
colonies, Adams feared that Paine 
had “a better hand at pulling down 
than building.” As he penned to  
Abigail, “This writer seems to have 
very inadequate ideas of what is 
proper and necessary to be done  
in order to form constitutions for  
single colonies as well as a great 
model of union for the whole.”

The Constitutions des Treize Etats-Unis de 
l’Amerique is one of the rarest and most valuable 
books in the Adams Library. Published in  
Philadelphia in 1783, it is the first complete  
French translation of all thirteen American state 
constitutions, as well as the Declaration of  
Independence and the Articles of Confederation.  
Benjamin Franklin arranged for its publication  
several weeks before the Treaty of Paris was 
signed, and only one hundred large paper copies 
were printed for the French king, queen, and  
their foreign ministers. This copy was bound for 
Adams and features a variation of his family  
crest on the cover.

The American commissioners signing the 
Treaty of Paris (from left): John Jay, John 
Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Henry Laurens, 
and William Temple Franklin. 

Unknown artist, The Treaty of Paris 
(unfinished), oil portrait after the original  
by Benjamin West, 1783. Courtesy of 
National Park Service, Adams National 
Historical Park.

Thomas Paine, Common Sense, 1776. 
The John Adams Library at the Boston  
Public Library. (Facsimile copy)

Unknown artist, Thomas Paine, undated.  
Boston Public Library, Rare Books & 
Manuscripts Department.

[Thomas Jeffreys], “A Map Of The Most 
Inhabited Part of New England,” Atlas 
Ameriquain Septentrional: Contenant les 
Details des Differentes Provinces de ce Vaste 
Continent, published by Georges-Louis  
Le Rouge, 1778. The John Adams Library  
at the Boston Public Library. 

(Above) The Massachusetts Constitution, 
1780. Boston Public Library, Rare Books  
& Manuscripts Department.  
(Below) Constitutions des Treize Etats-Unis  
de l’Amerique, 1783. The John Adams Library 
at the Boston Public Library.

John Adams’s bookplate dates  
from 1783, when he was serving as 
diplomat in London. The thirteen 
stars represent each of the original 
American colonies. The motto  
originates from Tacitus’s Annals  
and reads, “Libertatem, Amicitiam, 
Retinebis et Fidem”: “Hold fast to  
liberty, amity, and faith.”

The title page includes an image of 
the Great Seal of the United States, 
which had been recently adopted 
by the Continental Congress in June 
1782. It is the seal’s first known use  
in a printed book.


