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TO MRS. JOHN ADAMS J. MSS.
Washington, June 13, 04.

Dear Madam, —The affectionate sentiments which you have had the goodness to
express in your letter of May 20, towards my dear departed daughter, have awakened
in me sensibilities natural to the occasion, & recalled your kindnesses to her, which |
shall ever remember with gratitude & friendship. | can assure you with truth, they had
made an indelible impression on her mind, and that to the last, on our meetings after
long separations, whether | had heard lately of you, and how you did, were among the
earliest of her inquiries. In giving you this assurance | perform a sacred duty for her, &
at the same time, am thankful for the occasion furnished me, of expressing my regret
that circumstances should have arisen, which have seemed to draw a line of separation
between us. The friendship with which you honored me has ever been valued, and

fully reciprocated; & altho' events have been passing which might be trying to some
minds, | never believed yours to be of that kind, nor felt that my own was. Neither my
estimate of your character, nor the esteem founded in that, have ever been lessened for
a single moment, although doubts whether it would be acceptable may have forbidden
manifestations of it.

Mr. Adams's friendship & mine began at an earlier date. It accompanied us thro' long
& important scenes. The different conclusions we had drawn from our political reading
& reflections, were not permitted to lessen mutual esteem; each party being conscious
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they were the result of an honest conviction in the other. Like differences of opinion
existing among our fellow citizens, attached them to one or the other of us, and produced
a rivalship in their minds which did not exist in ours. We never stood in one another's way;
for if either had been withdrawn at any time, his favorers would not have gone over to the
other, but would have sought for some one of homogeneous opinions. This consideration
was sufficient to keep down all jealousy between us, & to guard our friendship

from any disturbance by sentiments of rivalship; and | can say with truth, that one act

of Mr. Adams's life, and one only, ever gave me a moment's personal displeasure. | did
consider his last appointments to office as personally unkind. They were from among my
most ardent political enemies, from whom no faithful co-operation could ever be expected;
and laid me under the embarrassment of acting thro' men whose views were to defeat
mine, or to encounter the odium of putting others in their places. It seemed but common
justice to leave a successor free to act by instruments of his own choice. If my respect

for him did not permit me to ascribe the whole blame to the influence of others, it left
something for friendship to forgive, and after brooding over it for some little time, and not
always resisting the expression of it, | forgave it cordially, and returned to the same state
of esteem & respect for him which had so long subsisted. Having come into life a little
later than Mr. Adams, his career has preceded mine, as mine is followed by some other;
and it will probably be closed at the same distance after him which time originally placed
between us. | maintain for him, & shall carry into private life, an uniform & high measure of
respect and good will and for yourself a sincere attachment.

| have thus, my dear Madam, opened myself to you without reserve, which | have long
wished an opportunity of doing; and without knowing how it will be received, | feel relief
from being unbosomed. And | have now only to entreat your forgiveness for this transition
from a subject of domestic affliction, to one which seems of a different aspect. But tho'
connected with political events, it has been viewed by me most strongly in it's unfortunate
bearings on my private friendships. The injury these have sustained has been a heavy
price for what has never given me equal pleasure. That you may both be favored with
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health, tranquillity and long life, is the prayer of one who tenders you the assurance of his
highest consideration and esteem.1

1 This letter, as it shows, was written in reply to one of condolence upon the death of
Jefferson's daughter, Mrs. Eppes. In answer to the writer's reference to Adams' “midnight
appointments, Mrs. Adams replied with a tu quoque, by mentioning Jefferson's patronage
of Callender. This called forth the following letter from Jefferson:

“ Washington, July 22, 04.

“ Dear Madam,—Your favor of the 1st inst. was duly received, and | would not have again
intruded on you, but to rectify certain facts which seem not to have been presented to

you under their true aspect. My charities to Callender are considered as rewards for his
calumnies. As early, | think, as 1796, | was told in Philadelphia that Callender, the author
of the Political progress of Britain, was in that city, a fugitive from persecution for having
written that book, and in distress. | had read and approved the book: | considered him

as a man of genius, unjustly persecuted. | knew nothing of his private character, and
immediately expressed my readiness to contribute to his relief, & to serve him. It was a
considerable time after, that, on application from a person who thought of him as | did, |
contributed to his relief, and afterwards repeated the contribution. Himself | did not see

till long after, nor ever more than two or three times. When he first began to write, he told
some useful truths in his coarse way; but nobody sooner disapproved of his writing than

| did, or wished more that he would be silent. My charities to him were no more meant as
encouragements to his scurrilities, than those | give to the beggar at my door are meant
as rewards for the vices of his life, & to make them chargeable to myself. In truth, they
would have been greater to him, had he never written a word after the work for which

he fled from Britain. With respect to the calumnies and falsehoods which writers and
printers at large published against Mr. Adams, | was as far from stooping to any concern or
approbation of them, as Mr. Adams was respecting those of Porcupine, Fenno, or Russell,
who published volumes against me for every sentence vended by their opponents against
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Mr. Adams. But | never supposed Mr. Adams had any participation in the atrocities of
these editors, or their writers. | knew myself incapable of that base warfare, & believed him
to be so. On the contrary, whatever | may have thought of the acts of the administration
of that day, | have ever borne testimony to Mr. Adams' personal worth; nor was it ever
impeached in my presence without a just vindication of it on my part. | never supposed
that any person who knew either of us, could believe that either of us meddled in that dirty
work. But another fact is, that | ‘liberated a wretch who was suffering for a libel against Mr.
Adams.’ | do not know who was the particular wretch alluded to; but | discharged every
person under punishment or prosecution under the sedition law, because | considered,

& now consider, that law to be a nullity, as absolute and as palpable as if Congress had
ordered us to fall down and worship a golden image; and that it was as much my duty to
arrest its execution in every stage, as it would have been to have rescued from the fiery
furnace those who should have been cast into it for refusing to worship their image. It was
accordingly done in every instance, without asking what the offenders had done, or against
whom they had offended, but whether the pains they were suffering were inflicted under
the pretended sedition law. It was certainly possible that my motives for contributing to
the relief of Callender, and liberating sufferers under the sedition law, might have been to
protect, encourage, and reward slander; but they may also have been those which inspire
ordinary charities to objects of distress, meritorious or not, or the obligations of an oath

to protect the Constitution, violated by an unauthorized act of Congress. Which of these
were my motives, must be decided by a regard to the general tenor of my life. On this |
am not afraid to appeal to the nation at large, to posterity, and still less to that Being who
sees himself our motives, who will judge us from his own knolege of them, and not on the
testimony of Porcupine or Fenno.

“You observe, there has been one other act of my administration personally unkind, and
suppose it will readily suggest itself to me. | declare on my honor, Madam, | have not the
least conception what act is alluded to. | never did a single one with an unkind intention.
My sole object in this letter being to place before your attention, that the acts imputed
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to me are either such as are falsely imputed, or as might flow from good as well as bad
motives, | shall make no other addition, than the assurance of my continued wishes for the
health and happiness of yourself and Mr. Adams.”

Once again Mrs. Adams answered, and to this Jefferson replied:
“ Monticello, Sep 11, '04.

“Your letter, Madam, of the 18th of Aug has been some days received, but a press of
business has prevented the acknolegment of it: perhaps, indeed, | may have already
trespassed too far on your attention. With those who wish to think amiss of me, | have
learned to be perfectly indifferent; but where | know a mind to be ingenuous, & to need
only truth to set it to rights, | cannot be as passive. The act of personal unkindness alluded
to in your former letter, is said in your last to have been the removal of your eldest son
from some office to which the judges had appointed him. | conclude then he must have
been a commissioner of bankruptcy. But | declare to you, on my honor, that this is the first
knolege | have ever had that he was so, It may be thought, perhaps, that | ought to have
inquired who were such, before | appointed others. But it is to be observed, that the former
law permitted the judges to name commissioners occasionally only, for every case as it
arose, & not to make them permanent officers. Nobody, therefore, being in office, there
could be no removal. The judges, you well know, have been considered as highly federal;
and it was noted that they confined their nominations exclusively to federalists. The
Legislature, dissatisfied with this, transferred the nomination to the President, and made
the officers permanent. The very object in passing the law was, that he should correct,

not confirm, what was deemed the patrtiality of the judges. | thought it therefore proper to
inquire, not whom they had employed, but whom | ought to appoint to fulfil the intentions of
the law. In making these appointments, | put in a proportion of federalists, equal, | believe,
to the proportion they bear in numbers through the Union generally. Had | known that your
son had acted, it would have been a real pleasure to me to have preferred him to some
who were named in Boston, in what was deemed the same line of politics. To this | should
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have been led by my knolege of his integrity, as well as my sincere dispositions towards
yourself & Mr. Adams.

“You seem to think it devolved on the judges to decide on the validity of the sedition law.
But nothing in the Constitution has given them a right to decide for the Executive, more
than to the Executive to decide for them. Both magistracies are equally independent in
the sphere of action assigned to them. The judges, believing the law constitutional, had

a right to pass a sentence of fine and imprisonment; because that power was placed in
their hands by the Constitution. But the Executive, believing the law to be unconstitutional,
was bound to remit the execution of it; because that power has been confided to him by
the Constitution. That instrument meant that its co-ordinate branches should be cheeks
on each other. But the opinion which gives to the judges the right to decide what laws are
constitutional, and what not, not only for themselves in their own sphere of action, but for
the Legislature & Executive also, in their spheres, would make the judiciary a despotic
branch. Nor does the opinion of the unconstitutionality, & consequent nullity of that law,
remove all restraint from the overwhelming torrent of slander, which is confounding all
vice and virtue, all truth & falsehood, in the U. S. The power to do that is fully possessed
by the several State Legislatures. It was reserved to them, & was denied to the General
Government, by the Constitution, according to our construction of it. While we deny that
Congress have a right to control the freedom of the press, we have ever asserted the right
of the States, and their exclusive right, to do so. They have accordingly, all of them, made
provisions for punishing slander, which those who have time and inclination, resort to for
the vindication of their characters. In general, the State laws appear to have made the
presses responsible for slander as far as is consistent with its useful freedom. In those
States where they do not admit even the truth of allegations to protect the printer, they
have gone too far.

“The candor manifested in your letter, & which | ever believed you to possess, has alone
inspired the desire of calling your attention, once more, to those circumstances of fact
and motive by which I claim to be judged. | hope you will see these intrusions on your
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time to be, what they really are, proofs of my great respect for you. | tolerate with the
utmost latitude the right of others to differ from me in opinion without imputing to them
criminality. | know too well the weakness & uncertainty of human reason to wonder at it's
different results. Both of our political parties, at least the honest portion of them, agree
conscientiously in the same object—the public good; but they differ essentially in what
they deem the means of promoting that good. One side believes it best done by one
composition of the governing powers; the other, by a different one. One fears most the
ignorance of the people; the other, the selfishness of rulers independent of them. Which is
right, time and experience will prove. We think that one side of this experiment has been
long enough tried, and proved not to promote the good of the many; & that the other has
not been fairly and sufficiently tried. Our opponents think the reverse. With whichever
opinion the body of the nation concurs, that must prevail. My anxieties on the subject

will never carry me beyond the use of fair & honorable means, of truth and reason; nor
have they ever lessened my esteem for moral worth, nor alienated my affections from a
single friend, who did not first withdraw himself. Whenever this has happened, | confess |
have not been insensible to it; yet have ever kept myself open to a return of their justice. |
conclude with sincere prayers for your health & happiness, that yourself & Mr. Adams may
long enjoy the tranquillity you desire and merit, and see in the prosperity of your family
what is the consummation of the last and warmest of human wishes.”
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