
As a public servant, John Adams never amassed 
the fortune he might have earned as a successful 
attorney. While he freely made the sacrifice, he also 
lamented his limited means compared to those  
of the independently wealthy Founding Fathers.  
He and his wife Abigail lived very frugally with  
one notable exception: he spent enormous sums  
on books.  

From an early age, John Adams devoted a significant 
portion of his income to books and book buying.  
In 1771, Adams resolved at the age of 36 to make  
a steady investment in books printed abroad.  
He wrote in a letter to his nephew Isaac Smith in 
London:  “I want to agree with some bookseller of 
character, in whom I could entirely confide, to send 

me Books whenever I shall want them and write  
for them as long as I shall live. As I am a little inclined 
to be extravagant in that kind of entertainment,  
it is very likely I may write for books to the amount  
of twenty, perhaps thirty, pounds sterling a year.”

Adams did not purchase books with a collector’s 
eye—their value for him lay in their contents. 
However, Adams’s library today is indeed worth  
a fortune. Many volumes are extremely rare, 
and their connection with Adams and his many 
annotations make the collection truly priceless. 

I have had the very richest 
Clients in the Province:  
Yet I am Poor in Comparison  
of Others… I ought however,  
to be candid enough to 
acknowledge that I have been 
imprudent. I have spent an 
Estate in Books.
— John Adams to Abigail Adams, June 29, 1774

An Expensive Habit The Rare and Wonderful

Fortune

Although a man of modest means, 
John Adams could not resist the 
temptations presented by books and  
spent significant sums on them, 
however meager his income. He  
purchased hundreds of books during  
his years in Europe between 1778 
and 1788; son John Quincy lamented 
upon their return that it took a  
day and a half to unpack their books 
alone. Adams kept sporadic accounts 
of his book acquisitions and some-
times noted purchase prices in  
the upper right-hand corner of title  
pages alongside his signature.

This beautiful plate book (above) represents  
the work of leading Renaissance Italian architect,  
Giacomo Vignola. First published in 1564, Vignola’s  
treatise was the earliest known printed work  
to define fixed rules for the five orders of classical  
architecture. The printed Italian text has been 
painstakingly translated into French on each  
facing page by Adams. He took great care to avoid 
writing over the architectural illustrations  
themselves, preventing the migration of ink 
through the page.

Nearly 500 years old, this historic volume of  
Renaissance archaeology (left) is the earliest 
printed book in the collection. These engravings 
are the first known archaeological plans of an 
Italian city other than Rome to appear in print. 
Adams owned over forty books printed before 
1600, nearly all of them rarities in the United 
States at the time. 

Isaac Newton, Philosophiae Naturalis  
Principia Mathematica, 1723. The John  
Adams Library at the Boston Public Library.

Strabo, Strab–onos Peri t–es Ge–ographias  
Biblia Iz, 1549. The John Adams Library at  
the Boston Public Library.

Phaedrus, Fables de Phedre : avec des 
Notes, des Eclaircissements, & un  
Petit Dictionnaire à la Fin, a l’Usage 
des Commençants, 1770. The John  
Adams Library at the Boston Public 
Library.

Alessandro Giraffi, Le Rivolutioni di Napoli, 
1647. The John Adams Library at the Boston 
Public Library.

The Voyage Pittoresque was one of  
the most popular guidebooks of  
eighteenth-century Paris, featuring  
descriptions of the royal houses, castles  
and other “pleasure grounds” located within  
a 15-mile radius from the city. Adams noted in  
his diary that he first borrowed a set of these  
Parisian guidebooks in 1778 from the flirtatious 
Madame Brillon. Here he documents the  
purchase of his own set of two small volumes  
for eight livres, or roughly $70 today.

James Green, “Circulating Library,”  
Poetical Sketches of Scarborough, 1813. 
Color Engraving. Courtesy of Boston 
University.

Antoine-Nicolas Dézallier d’Argenville, 
Voyage Pittoresque des Environs de Paris, 
1779. The John Adams Library at the  
Boston Public Library.

John Adams, Accounts of Books Purchased, 
1780. Courtesy of the Massachusetts  
Historical Society. 

Unknown artist, John Adams, undated.  
Engraving. Private collection.

Giacomo Barozzio da Vignola, Regola delli 
Cinque Ordini d’Architettura di M. Iacomo 
Barozzio da Vignola, ca. 1680. The John  
Adams Library at the Boston Public Library.

Ambrogio Leone, De Nola Opsculum, 1514. 
The John Adams Library at the Boston  
Public Library.

Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Vida, y 
Hechos del Ingenioso Caballero Don Quixote 
de la Mancha, 1777. The John Adams Library 
at the Boston Public Library.

John Milton, A Complete Collection of the 
Historical, Political, and Miscellaneous Works 
of John Milton, both English and Latin, 1698. 
The John Adams Library at the Boston  
Public Library.

Abraham-Nicolas Amelot de La Houssaie, 
Histoire du Gouvernement de Venise, 1676. 
The John Adams Library at the Boston  
Public Library.


