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Abigail Adams 
 

 (1744–1818). The first person to be the 
wife of one U.S. president and the mother of 
another was Abigail Adams. She became the wife 
of the first U.S. vice president when her husband, 
John Adams, served under George Washington 
from 1789 to 1797. John Adams became the 
second U.S. president in 1797. In 1824 their son 
John Quincy Adams was elected the country’s 
sixth president. The only other person in U.S. 
history to be both first lady and a president’s 
mother was Barbara Bush, wife of the 41st 
president, George Bush, and mother of the 43rd 
president, George W. Bush. 
 

Abigail Adams was born Abigail Smith on November 22 (November 11 on 
the calendar used then), 1744, in Weymouth, Massachusetts. Her father was a 
Congregational minister. She spent much of her childhood at the home of her 
grandparents in what is now Quincy, Massachusetts. Despite little formal education, 
she read widely in English, French, and history and early displayed a lively 
intelligence. She was married on October 25, 1764, to John Adams, a young 
Boston lawyer. The two enjoyed a lifetime partnership of support and mutual 
respect that many considered an ideal union. The couple had five children, one of 
whom died in infancy. 
 

For 10 years beginning in 1774, Adams was largely separated from her 
husband. She remained at the family home in Quincy while he was a delegate to 
the Continental Congress in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and later when he served as 
a representative of his country in France. Abigail skillfully managed the family farm 
and John’s business affairs during their separation. For this reason, the Adamses 
avoided the financial ruin that befell some other early presidents, such as Thomas 
Jefferson, after they left office. 
 

Their long separation led the couple to write each other a stream of letters, 
which has provided later generations with a vivid portrait of both small and large 
events of the times. The letters Abigail wrote documented her strong views on the 
roles women should be allowed to play in society, and she is considered one of the 
first American feminists. She was especially interested in educational opportunities 

Figure 1: Abigail Adams. 
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for women. Another issue of great concern to her was slavery, to which she was 
extremely opposed. 
 

Adams also wrote to her husband about her firm support of the movement 
for American independence from Great Britain. During the American Revolution, 
she fed and sheltered American soldiers and families fleeing Boston, and she melted 
down her pewter tableware to make bullets. 
 

Following the peace treaty of 1783, Adams joined her husband abroad while 
he served in diplomatic posts in Paris, The Hague, and London. Her letters to 
friends and family at home again provide a colorful commentary on manners and 
customs. She also learned much about official entertaining during this time, which 
proved valuable when she became first lady. 
 

During the 12-year period when John Adams served as vice president and 
president of the United States, Abigail moved back and forth between 
Massachusetts and Philadelphia (the temporary capital)—once more filling in the 
absences with her flowing commentary by letter. In Philadelphia she involved 
herself in the most interesting political debates of the day. In mid-November 1800 
she briefly became the first mistress of the White House, newly built on the 
Potomac River in Washington, D.C. 
 

In March 1801 the Adamses retired to Quincy, and Abigail died in that town 
on October 28, 1818. Periodic printings of her letters revived public appreciation of 
her contribution to the original source material of the early American period. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Citation (MLA) 
"Abigail Adams." Britannica School, Encyclopædia Britannica, 8 Apr. 2019. 

school.eb.com/levels/middle/article/Abigail-Adams/315807. Accessed 24 Jul. 2019.  
 
Citation (APA) 
Abigail Adams. (2019). In Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved from 

https://school.eb.com/levels/middle/article/Abigail-Adams/315807 


