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John Adams on the “Ten Talents” of George Washington



If you would like to ask a question, you can use the Q&A feature.
We will be answering audience questions throughout the session.
The views expressed here are those of the historian.
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Your camera is automatically turned off.
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Today’s Document

John Adams’s letter to Benjamin Rush, November 11, 1807.
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC00424)
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John Adams and Benjamin Rush

Engraving of John Adams, circa 1910.
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1979)

Photograph of an engraving of Benjamin Rush, circa 1898.
 (Library of Congress)



“Our Hero, was much indebted to his Talents for
‘his immense elevation above his Fellows.’ Talents?
You will Say, what Talents? I answer. 

1. An handsome Face. That this is a Talent, I can
prove by the Authority of a thousand Instances in
all Ages: and among the rest Madame DuBarry who
said Le veritable Royaute est la Beauté.”

George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of George Washington, circa 1860.
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1326)



George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of  George Washington, circa 1860.
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1322)

 “2. A tall Stature, like the Hebrew Sovereign
chosen because he was taller by the Head than
the other Jews. 
 
 3. An elegant Form.
  
 4. graceful Attitudes and Movements.” 



George Washington’s Ten Talents

Lithograph done by Thomas Doughty and Hugh Reinagle of Mount Vernon, 1832. 
(Library of Congress)

“5. a large imposing Fortune consisting of a great landed Estate left him by his Father and
Brother, besides a large Jointure with his Lady, and the Guardianship of the Heirs of the great
Custis Estate, and in Addition to all this, immense Tracts of Land of his own Acquisition.”

The Washington family–George Washington, his lady, and her two grandchildren by the name
of Custis, engraved by Edward Savage, Philadelphia, March 10, 1798. (Library of Congress)



“6. Washington was a Virginian. This is equivalent to five
Talents. Virginian Geese are all Swans. Not a Bearne in
Scotland is more national, not a Lad upon the High Lands is
more clannish, than every Virginian I have ever known.
They trumpet one another with the most pompous and
mendacious Panegyricks. 

The Phyladelphians and New Yorkers who are local and
partial enough to themselves are meek and modest in
Comparison with Virginian Old Dominionism.
Washington of course was extolled without bounds.”

George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of George Washington, 1863. 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1305)



George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of George Washington, circa 1860. 
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC 08878.1321)

“7. . . . The English had used him ill, in the
Expedition of Braddock. They had not done Justice
to his Bravery and good Council. They had
exaggerated and misrepresented his defeat and
Capitulation: which interested the Pride as well as
compassion of Americans in his favour.”



George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of George Washington by Alonzo Chappel, circa 1860.
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1306)

“8. He possessed the Gift of Silence. This I esteem as one of
the most prescious Talents.

 9. He had great Self Command. It cost him a great Exertion
sometimes, and a constant Constraint, but to preserve so
much Equanimity as he did, required a great Capacity. 

10. Whenever he lost his temper as he did Sometimes, either
Love or fear in those about him induced them to conceal his
Weakness from the World.”



George Washington’s Ten Talents

Engraving of John Adams, circa 1820.
(Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.1978)

“Here you see I have made out ten Talents
without saying a Word about Reading Thinking
or writing, upon all which subjects you have Said
all that need be Said

You See I Use the Word Talents in a larger sense
than usual, comprehending every Advantage.
Genius Experience, Learning, Fortune Birth,
Health are all Talents, though I know not how, the
Word has been lately confined to the faculties of
the Mind."



Adams’s Philosophy

Engraving of John Quincy Adams, circa 1840.
 (Gilder Lehrman Institute, GLC08878.2037)

“Pray cannot you contrive to
get the Trees and Plants into a
future State too? I Should like

to think that Groves and
Forrests, Apple Peach Pear

and Plumb trees oranges &c.
might be seen in the Abodes of

the blessed.”

“Earl of Shelbourne’s Bishop
Watson . . . printed a very

respectable Pamphlet, to shew
that Vegetables were animated.
Who knows but Vegetables and

Animals are all in a course to
become rational and immortal.

There is room enough in the
Universe."



In Washington’s Shadow
Engraving of Alexander Hamilton,

Detroit Publishing Co., 1900–1912.
 (Library of Congress)

“Now for that resolute Word. ‘No.’ . . . I ought to have said
No to the Appointment of Washington, and Hamilton and

some others: and yes to the appointment of Burr,
Muhlenburg and some others. . . . But if I had said Yes and
No in this manner the Senate would have contradicted me

in every Instance.”

 “You ask what would have been the Consequence. I
answer Washington would have been chosen President

at the next Election, if he had lived, and Hamilton
would have been appointed Commander in Chief of the

Army.”

“With all my Ministers against me, a great Majority of the
Senate, and of the House of Representatives, I was no more at

Liberty than a Man in a Prison, chained to the floor and bound
hand and foot.”

Engraving of George
Washington, circa 1805. 
(Gilder Lehrman Institute,
GLC08878.1302)



An Unstable Political Landscape

Washington delivering his first
inaugural address in the Old City
Hall in New York, 1849. 
(Library of Congress)

“Washington ought either to have never gone out of Public Life, or he ought never
to have come in again.”



Upcoming Free Programs

Inside the Vault:

Book breaks: February 9 at 2 p.m. ET (11 a.m. PT)

Dr. Johnathan W. White will discuss his book A Great and Good Man:
Rare, First-Hand Accounts of Abraham Lincoln

March 6 at 7 p.m. ET (4 p.m. PT): We will discuss Eureka Village with Dr.
Allison Rose Jefferson. 
April 3 at 7 p.m. ET (4 p.m. PT): As we near the 250th anniversary of
Lexington and Concord, we will discuss the battles with Dr. Brooke Barbier.


