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From the Gehlbach Collection: A Notification from

Minister Charles Frances Adams

By Barbara Hughett

Among the more valuable items in the Gehlbach Collection at the Lincoln College Museum is a copy of a printed notification signed by Charles Frances Adams, United States Minister to Great Britain. In the document, dated May 2, 1865, Minister Adams instructs consuls and other members of the U.S. Legation in Great Britain on proper mourning customs following the assassination and funeral of President Abraham Lincoln.

Charles Francis Adams (1807-1886) was a United States diplomat who played a vital role in assuring Britain’s neutrality during the American Civil War (1861-1865) and in promoting the arbitration of the important Alabama claims. The son of President John Quincy Adams and Louisa Adams and the grandson of President John Adams and Abigail Adams, Charles was introduced early to a cosmopolitan way of life when his father was appointed Minister to Russia in 1809.

When his parents left for their post in St. Petersburg, they left their two older sons in the United States where they were attending school, but took two-year-old Charles Francis with them. They remained at their diplomatic post during the War of 1812, but peace negotiations called John Quincy to Ghent in 1914, and then to London. 

To join her husband, Louisa and her young son made a forty-day journey from St. Petersburg across a war-ravaged Europe by coach in winter. In recalling that trip, Louisa said that roving bands of stragglers and highwaymen filled her with “unspeakable terror” for her son. After two years in London, the Adamses returned to the United States, where John Quincy Adams was appointed Secretary of State by President James Monroe, before being elected to the Presidency himself in 1824.

Charles Francis Adams graduated from Harvard in 1825, and during his father’s presidency he lived for two years in the White House, studying law and moving among the political leaders of the world. He was admitted to the Massachusetts bar in 1829, the same year he was married to Abigail Brooks.

In the 1840s Adams served for six years as a member of the Massachusetts legislature and as the editor of a party journal, The Boston Whig. He became disenchanted with the Whigs because he felt the party should take a strong position against the extension of slavery in the territories. In 1848, the so-called Conscience Whigs broke with the party to form the antislavery Free-Soil Party and nominated Adams as their vice-presidential candidate that year.

The emergence of the Republican Party in 1856 offered Adams the permanent political affiliation he was seeking, and he was elected to the United States Congress from his father’s old district in 1858. In 1861 he was appointed Minister to Great Britain by President Abraham Lincoln on the recommendation of Adams’s close personal friend, Secretary of State William H. Seward.

His skillful handling of this position, when the British rendered aid to the Confederacy, represents an outstanding chapter in the history of American diplomacy. In the so-called Trent affair, the first major crisis in Anglo-American relations during the war, his calm and tact were instrumental in averting hostility between the two nations.

While Adams failed to prevent the sailing of the Alabama, a raider built in Birkenhead, England, for the Confederacy, his subsequent diplomatic efforts with the British government resulted in the detention of further Confederate vessels. Adams resigned his ministerial post in 1868, and in 1871 became a member of the Alabama claims tribunal that met at Geneva. The work he accomplished on this international commission did much to forward the concept of the establishment of world law through arbitration.

An accomplished editor and historian, Charles Francis edited the Life and Works of John Adams (10 volumes, 1850-56), the Memoirs of John Quincy Adams (12 volumes, 1874-77), and the Familiar Letters of John Adams and His Wife Abigail (2 volumes, 1876). Disgusted with the Republicans after their choice of Rutherford B. Hayes as presidential candidate in 1876, Adams supported Democratic candidate Samuel Tilden. 

This delighted the Massachusetts Democrats and they named him as their candidate for governor by acclamation. Adams was surprised and flattered but knew he had no chance of election in Republican Massachusetts. He took no part in the campaign; he did not give a single speech. Briefly, it is said that he worried that he might be elected. But he had no need to worry. Not only did he fail to win, but because of Irish opposition, he received fewer votes in the state than Tilden.

 In August 1877, he completed the twelfth and final volume of his father’s diary. “I am now perfectly willing to go myself,” he wrote. “My mission is ended.” He lived nine more years of quiet, accelerating decline, occasionally writing a short piece for the Massachusetts Historical Society or an obituary of a friend. He died in 1886. His Abby lived three years longer.

Three of their sons—Henry, Brooks, and Charles Francis, Jr.—became distinguished historians and authors. Henry’s The Education of Henry Adams won a Pulitzer Prize in 1919. Charles Francis and Abigail Brooks Adams had three other children—John Quincy III, who was a gentleman farmer and political leader in Massachusetts; Louisa Catherine, married to a Massachusetts businessman who spent most of their time in Italy; and Arthur, who died in childhood.
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