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In the spring of 1744, the Reverend John Hancock 
died at the age of 41 in the small village of Braintree, 
Massachusetts.  His death set in motion events that 
would bring together a vibrant group of young men 

and women who, having been brought up on his 
ideals of community, liberty, and duty, would further 
his visions of a flourishing and free colony. Together 

they would fan the flames of revolution and lead their 
fellow colonists to independence. American Rebels tells 
the story of the connections between these young men 
and women, and follows them on their individual but 

connected paths to revolution.  

“The most important 
part of everything is 

the beginning”
— Josiah Quincy Jr.



The Men and Women of 
American Rebels
The stories of these men and women illustrate the complexity of the path to revo-
lution in the American colonies.  The division, strife, uncertainty, and both com-
promise and determination that wove through the years leading up to the call to 
independence have long been forgotten, overlooked in favor of the more simplistic 
view that a widely-shared and wholly righteous colonial fury led directly to rebellion 
against the English. But the journey was instead fraught, and the road was neither 
straight nor level. 

By examining the experiences of the Hancock, Adams, and Quincy families, readers 
can begin to understand the difficulty inherent in making the decision to break with 
England, and the even greater sacrifices required - personal , economic, and political 
– to carry that decision through to fruition. The immensity of their sacrifices, and the 
great sorrows they endured, all in the pursuit of agreed-upon goals, only amplifies the 
costs they paid in their efforts to secure rights they deemed essential.

Esther Quincy, 
sister to Dorothy, 
she married one of 
John Adams’ best 
friends, Jonathan 
Sewall. Esther 
and her husband 
remained loyal 
to the crown, but 
stayed close to 
friends and family

John Hancock, 
son of Reverend 
Hancock, adopted 
by his uncle to 
a life of wealth 
but who chose 
to become a 
politician working 
on behalf of 
the colonists of 
Massachusetts

John Adams, 
a farmer’s boy 
with ambitions 
to the law, and to 
greatness

Josiah Quincy 
Jr., strong in 
mind but weak 
in constitution, 
he became the 
Americans’ most 
eloquent orator for 
revolution

Abigail Smith 
Adams, resilient 
and resourceful 
doyenne of her 
community

Dorothy Quincy 
Hancock, cosseted 
daughter of an 
established family, 
she came to 
understand the 
need for America’s 
independence 
– and dedicated 
herself to fighting 
for it

Samuel Quincy, 
lawyer for the 
Crown and 
loyalist, but also 
closet agitator for 
colonial rights

Hannah Quincy 
Lincoln, married 
to a domestic 
tyrant, she was 
determined to seek 
her own liberty as 
that of her fellow 
colonists



The Families of Braintree & 
Their Connections 

Edmund 
Quincy II 
(1628-1698)

Edmund 
Quincy III 
(1681-1737)

Daniel 
Quincy 

(1651-1690)

Edmund 
Quincy 

IV 
(1703-1788)

Josiah 
Quincy 

(1710-1784)

Col. John 
Quincy

(1698-1767)

Elizabeth 
Quincy 

(1721-1775)

Rev. 
William 
Smith 

(1706-1783)

Abigail 
Smith 

(1744-1818)

John 
Adams 

(1735-1826)

John 
Adams 

(1691-1761)

Samuel 
Quincy

(1735-1789)

Josiah 
Quincy Jr.  
(1744-1775)

+

Hannah 
Hill 

(1734-1782)

Abigail 
Phillips 

(1745-1798)

Esther 
Quincy 
Sewall  

(1738-1810)

Rev. John 
Hancock 

(1671-1752)

Rev. John 
Hancock 

(1701-1744)

Thomas 
Hancock 

(1703-1764)

Lydia 
Henchman
Hancock 

(1714-1776)

John 
Hancock 

(1737-1793)

Dorthy 
Quincy

(1747-1830)

+

+

+

+

+



From the Author: 

Why I Wrote 
American Rebels

While researching and writing my previous book, The Lowells of Massachusetts: An 
American Family, I became fascinated by the choice faced by American colonists 
in the decades leading up to the American Revolution, of whether to stay loyal to 
England or to rebel.  In thinking about that choice, a plethora of questions rose up in 
my mind:

• What was it that led certain members of colonial families to remain loyal while 
others chose to fight for independence? 

• How did the colonists have the courage to break with England, a country known 
for its awesome naval powers and military commanders? 

• How did the choice cut across class lines, and across gender lines? 
• What role did individual voices, male and female, play in community- wide 

debates over colonial rights, and in cementing collaborative efforts towards 
fighting for them? 



I decided I needed to 
find a community to 
study...
preferably one with a wide range of social classes, a large dollop of human interest, 
and a vibrant rebel contingent, that would allow me to answer the questions 
rocketing inside my brain. It was only by chance that one afternoon while browsing 
through the collections of  the Massachusetts Historical Society, that I came upon 
a book titled Where American Independence Began, published in 1902 and written 
by Daniel Munro Wilson, a quirky but dogged historian. In that book, I found these 
lines describing the village of Braintree:

In the aspirations and heroisms of that little community was 
surprisingly manifested the genius of the American people. There if it 
may be said of any place, Independence began...Few towns can boast 
of annals more brightly colored, not only with deeds of patriots, but 
with surprises of romance; not only with the sturdy enterprises of 
plain liberty-loving farmers but with the debonair discourse of the 
colonial gentility.

Wilson’s description of Braintree lit a lightbulb in my head. I was enthralled by the 
claims he made, and on so many levels.  Independence began in the small village? 
Which patriots, exactly, was Reverend Munro referring to, and what were their 
deeds? What was that about a romance he mentioned? And what was his point about 
farmers and gentility?     

Intrigued, I copied the passage out word for word, and carried it around with me 
for over a year. Then one day I decided to try and answer the questions raised by the 
short passage.  

With the help of the Massachusetts Historical Society, and the generous support they 
gave me in the form of the Marc Friedlander fellowship, I began to dig deeply into the 
history of Braintree and the stories of the individual families inhabiting it during the 
years before the American Revolution.



My research for the writing of American Rebels followed two pathways: the timeline of 
events that gave shape to the period, and the personal and collective experiences of the 
men and women during that period. I wanted to find out not only what they thought 
about the times in which they lived and how they coped with the troubles, but also 
what they ate, what they saw (and what they looked like); what they smelled (and what 
they smelled like); and what they hoped for and what they lost, what they mourned, 
and how they rejoiced. 
 
Key to My Research: Writing Everything Down  
During the research phase of any new book, I take pages and pages of notes detailing 
what I discover during all steps of the process, whether I am visiting historical sites; 
reading through secondary sources (books relevant to my topic); or going through 
primary sources (archives and historical records). I remember things best – absorb 
them, really – by writing down by hand every interesting fact.  Simply reading and 
underlining pages in a book or a document is not enough, nor is taking a photograph 
or scanning the page for digital recovery. For me, I must write to remember. 

From the Author: 

How I Wrote 
American Rebels



As my research progresses, I copy all of my handwritten notes into marble notebooks 
organized by date, subject, or theme. Once all my research (or most of it) is 
completed, I transcribe notes from the marble notebooks onto notecards which I 
arrange on large poster boards (organized largely by date but also by theme, and 
including family trees). From the poster boards I outline the book and begin to write. 

Whenever I found myself stuck in the writing of American Rebels and not sure where 
to go next, I simply looked over at my poster boards and once again found my place. 
Or I spent an evening with one of my marble notebooks, finding in my scrawled 
notes the inspiration I needed to get back to writing the story I wanted to tell. The 
research was the foundation to which I returned again and again. Every note, every 
page, every scan and every photo had its place in creating American Rebels.

The Research Process

Site 
Visits

Read books 
relevant to 
topics 

Read through 
documents in 

archives, libraries, 
private collections 

Take pages and pages of handwritten notes which are then 
transferred into marble notebooks organized by theme 

All information that I want to include in the book is 
transferred onto notecards

I create an outline using the posterboards and 
I begin writting





QUESTION: Many events led to colonists taking sides to either remain loyal to the King 
or not, including the first efforts of King George and Parliament to tax the colonies and 
constrain their self-governance; the Boston Massacre; the Battle of Lexington and Concord; 
the fight for Bunker Hill; the siege of Boston; the Boston Tea Party. What role did such 
events play in individual choices of rebellion or loyalty? 

QUESTION: How did the rising tide of colonial fervor cut across class lines? Which classes 
were most likely to stay loyal to the Crown and why? Who had the most to lose in a fracture 
between the colonies and England? What economic pressures would push one towards 
rebellion or instigate loyalty? 

QUESTION: American Rebels describes the immensity of sacrifices suffered by rebels and 
their families in the years leading up to revolution, and the even greater sorrows endured 
by them. Conveniences we take for granted today -  in communication, transportation, and 
health -  did not exist.  What toll did such hardships take on the individuals, and on the 
effort to secure colonial rights? 

QUESTION: Throughout their individual and collaborative efforts towards revolution and 
independence, the Hancocks, Adams, and Quincys not only had to accept the potential 
failure of their efforts, but also operated under constant threat of arrest and execution. What 
role did such threats play in either motivating or deterring the colonists from their goals? 

QUESTION: The Hancock, Adams, and Quincy families carried on; they were bound 
together, across class lines and divergent strategies, by ideals instilled in their childhoods 
and strengthened through their personal experiences. Those ideals came to embody the 
American dream: freedom of conscience, duty to community, and the sanctity of individual 
opportunity.  How do we see such ideals manifested today?
  
QUESTION: In 1633 Edmund Quincy I arrived in America and was granted lands on Mt. 
Wollaston, in the hopes of guaranteeing the rise of a dutiful Congregational community in 
the new village of Braintree. But events would prove him wrong. Perhaps one reason for this 
is the nature of emigrants. What kind of person would move from one world to another, risk 
everything to start over?  Are immigrants inherently rebellious? And is this rebelliousness 
handed down through generations?

QUESTION: The courtship of John Adams and Abigail Adams went on for quite awhile, 
pending approval of her parents. Even after Reverend Smith and his wife finally gave their 
blessings to the match, Abigail’s father seemed to maintain some reservations, indicated by 
his choice of wedding sermon reading, taken from Matthew: “John came neither eating nor 
drinking, and they say he hath a devil.” In what ways did both Abigail and John’s patience 
and determination portend their lives as a married couple in troubled times?     

QUESTION: John Hancock, the Quincy brothers, and John Adams were members of 
various clubs in the years preceding the Revolution, including the Long Room Club and St. 
Andrew’s Lodge of the Masons. What role did the democratic make-up of the memberships 
play in fomenting revolutionary fervor? Did the women have corresponding opportunities?  

Discussion Questions



QUESTION: The rebels seized on particular examples of British oppression to rally support, 
including the Boston Massacre and the Battles of Lexington and Concord. Paul Revere 
published an engraving of “the Bloody massacre” within days and again one year after 
the event. Sam Adams engineered the production of Hutchinson’s letters disparaging the 
colonists to ensure outrage, and the letter-writing campaigns of John Adams and Josiah 
Quincy Jr., along with Quincy’s pamphleteering, also played a role in fomenting support for 
the patriot cause. How are such tactics used today? Why are they still so effective? 

QUESTION: Josiah Quincy Jr. was a dedicated scholar of legal systems and history. In fact, it 
was his deep reverence for the British constitutional system that led him to oppose England’s 
policies. What aspects of British law and practices did he find violated in the colonies? What 
did he hope to achieve by going to England? What were his expectations and what was the 
reality? 

QUESTION: During the years leading up to the American Revolution, Abigail Adams found 
herself almost wholly responsible for taking care of her family, their home, and their finances. 
To what extent did her responsibilities play a role in forming her strong opinions on the 
rights of black people and women, and how those rights should be protected? 

QUESTION: The relationships between the men and women from Braintree and their friends 
and family were at times fraught due to political positions, personal ambitions, and strongly-
held beliefs about personal responsibility and the idea of “legacy.” Jonathan Sewall and John 
Adams were close friends during early adulthood, and Adams considered Sam Quincy to be 
a friend close to his heart. In the end, the men took different sides. How did their friendships 
endure? Esther Quincy broke with her family politically to support her husband - and yet the 
family relationships continued to be strong. Why did partisanship, so virulent today, seem 
more tempered then? Did religion play a role? Did restricted modes of communication? 

QUESTION: Thomas Hutchinson was sure he could capitalize on John Hancock’s financial 
interests to bring him to the side of the Loyalists. He also hoped to appeal to Hancock’s vanity, 
by making him leader of the Cadet Corps. How did Hancock outmaneuver Hutchinson, as 
an economic leader in Boston, as leader of the Cadets, and eventually as a political leader for 
his colony? As president of the Continental Congress, how did Hancock support the writing 
and passage of the Declaration of Independence? What role did Dolly play in her husband’s 
leadership?

QUESTION: Having traveled extensively in the South, Josiah Quincy Jr. recognized that 
slavery, with all its evils, would be a divisive issue for the new country of America. How 
did Josiah Quincy’s prediction come true in the years, decades, and centuries following his 
southern journey in the spring of 1773? 

QUESTION: John Adams veered into and out of politics in the years leading up to the 
Continental Congress. What events finally brought him back into the fray? How did he see 
his legacy and was that important to him? How did his personality traits help him as a leader 
fighting for the rights of the colonists? 

QUESTION: Dolly Hancock, Abigail Phillips Quincy, and Abigail Adams became involved in 
the politics of protest, and found themselves capable of responsibility and resilience in a way 
that they might not have anticipated. Or did they? Did they know what they were capable of? 
How did their upbringings form their character? 



Visiting: 
• Hancock cemetery in 

Quincy (formerly Braintree), 
Massachusetts; 

• The Dorothy Quincy Homestead
• The Birthplace of John Adams 

and the home where he lived with 
Abigail Adams, both part of the 
Adams National Historical Park

• The Josiah Quincy House
• Carpenters’ Hall and 

Independence Hall in Philadelphia
• Paul Revere’s House, Beacon Hill, 

the Boston Common, and the 
Old Granary Burying Ground in 
Boston

• Harvard Yard and Tory Row in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts

• The partial reconstruction of John 
Hancock’s Boston mansion in 
Ticonderoga, New York. 

Reading:
• Abigail Adams mysteries by 

Barbara Hamilton
• Howard Fast’s April Morning
• Jodi Daynard’s The Midwife’s 

Revolt
• Esther Forbes’ Johnny Tremain (of 

course!)
•  Kenneth Roberts’ Oliver Wiswell 

(for the Loyalist point of view)

Further Immersions 
in the life and times of 
American Rebels              

• Seeing:  
The Yale University Art Gallery 

• The Metropolitan Museum of Art 
in New York City 

• The Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston

• The Boston Athenaeum
• The Massachusetts Historical 

Society in Boston
• The Fogg Art Museum in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
• The Smithsonian American Art 

Museum in Washington, D.C. 

And if you’re itching for even more 
history after reading American 
Rebels: 
• American Insurgents, American 

Patriots by T.H. Breen 
• American Jezebel by Eve LaPlante
• Dearest Friend: A Biography of 

Abigail Adams by Lynne Withey
• John Adams by David McCullough
• 1776 by David McCullough
• Bunker Hill by Nathaniel Philbrick 
• The Muse of the Revolution: The 

Secret Pen of Mercy Otis Warren 
and the Founding of a Nation by 
Nancy Rubin Stuart

• Book of Ages: Life and Opinions of 
Jane Franklin by Jill Lepore  



Get in Touch with Nina           
Nina Sankovitch is a bestselling author, avid historian, and voracious 
reader. In addition to being profiled in the New York Times (twice), 
she has written for the New York Times, the LA Times, the Huffington 
Post, and other media, blogs on Medium, and is the author of four 
books of nonfiction. She lives in Connecticut with her family.

To find our more about how and why she writes, visit her website, 
ninasankovitch.com. 
And follow Sankovitch on Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter.

 @readallday
 
 @nina_sankovitch

 @NinaSankovitchAuthor
 
 

Virtual Book Club
Intereted in joining Nina for a live, virtual discussion 
of American Rebels? 

Head over to ninasankovitch.com to learn more about 
how your book group can sign up! 
 


