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“grandchildren… furnish me great resources of happiness.”


—THOMAS JEFFERSON TO CHARLES THOMSON,
DECEMBER 25, 1808
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Watercolor of west front of Monticello.


By Jane Pittman Braddick Peticolas, 1825.


Source: Thomas Jefferson Foundation at Monticello. Used by permission.





















A Note on Capitalization



Thomas Jefferson usually did not begin written sentences with capital letters. However, Julian P. Boyd, founding editor of the Papers of Thomas Jefferson (Princeton, 1950–),1 silently capitalized the initial letters of Jefferson’s sentences, and subsequent editors continued this practice until Volume 30, published in 2003. The editors of the following volumes rendered his writings exactly as Jefferson wrote them. I have decided to adopt the practice of the volumes I am citing; hence, in the letters from volumes prior to the thirtieth (which begins with January 1798), capitalization follows modern standards as established by Boyd. In citations of letters written after that date, I follow the usage of the editors and replicate Jefferson’s almost capital-free style. I have only corrected Jefferson’s sometimes idiosyncratic spelling when necessary for clarity.













Introduction



THOMAS JEFFERSON puzzles us. By birth, education, and demeanor an aristocrat, he was the most thoroughgoing democrat of the Founding Fathers. As learned and bookish a man as any other of his era, he himself only wrote one book (accidentally) and merely attempted, halfheartedly, to write an autobiography. The most widely traveled and cosmopolitan of the Founders, he never journeyed south of his home state of Virginia or farther than fifty miles west of Monticello. A hesitant, ineffective orator, he was a sensational conversationalist. Known around the globe for penning the words “all men are created equal,” he was a lifelong slaveholder. Critical of the very existence of mulattoes, he nevertheless had a long-term intimate relationship with a mixed-race slave woman, Sally Hemings, and fathered five children by her. Labeled a deist and sometimes charged with atheism, he came to believe himself a Christian, though of a special sort. Ridiculed as dreamy and philosophical to a fault, he was an effective political leader. Often praising the unique delights of his mountaintop rural retreat at Monticello, he in fact lived much of his adult life in Philadelphia, New York, Paris, and Washington, DC, and became a connoisseur of cities. He defies those trying to grasp him, down to the smallest details: famous as an oenophile, he preferred to dilute his wine with water.


How can one make sense of such a tangle of apparent contradictions? Surely not simply by picking and choosing one side or the other of these various binaries—aristocrat or democrat, unqualified lover of freedom or unrepentant slaveholder, true wine lover or snobbish dilettante. Jefferson’s complexity renders him easy to caricature in popular culture. Particularly in recent years, Jefferson, long the hero of small d as well as capital D democrats, has seen his reputation wane due to his views on race, the revelation of his relationship with Sally Hemings, and his failure to free his own slaves. Once lauded as the champion of the little man, today he is vilified as a hypocritical slave owner, professing a love of liberty while quietly driving his own slaves to labor harder in his pursuit of personal luxury. Surely an interpretative middle ground is possible, if not necessary. If we hope to understand the enigma that is Thomas Jefferson, we must view him holistically and within the rich context of his time and place. This biography aims to provide that perspective.


We should begin by acknowledging that Jefferson lived in a world fundamentally different from ours. It was pre-Darwinian, which is only one reason most people, in general, did not expect much change in their lives. Jefferson’s society was, compared to today, remarkably undemocratic, even though it was more democratic than any other society of the time. Women, blacks, and propertyless white males could not vote. Rigid expectations governed what women could and could not do; blacks were hardly considered persons, and racial slavery was commonplace throughout the nation; class distinctions were assumed to be practically immutable. A new democratic age was dawning, but its implications were poorly understood, as were the consequences of new modes of trade and production that would soon remake the American economy and society.


Many of Jefferson’s assumptions reveal him to be a man thoroughly of his own time, which sometimes surprises us because we imagine him as so ahead of it. In many ways he was, but not in all, and it is the partiality of his escape from the prevailing beliefs of his age that so disappoints us. His expectations about his own patriarchal responsibilities, his fears of monarchy, his worries about the survival of the new nation, and his apparent belief that only Providence could eradicate some evils shaped many of his responses to the world as he found it. Like others of his class, he cared about his reputation and hence was thin-skinned in the face of criticism; he was relentlessly, and sometimes misleadingly, polite, as the code of gentlemen required; he believed reason essential to correct judgment about most things; he supposed his views to be not only correct but representative of the best interests of the people and that they, when not misled, agreed with his policies. As much as we might wish, Jefferson was not a modern man.


Though the most democratically minded of any of the Founders, he still expected elite white men who shared his views to lead government. He believed that all people of all races possessed basic natural rights but accepted the existence of stark inequalities in society. He knew slavery to be wrong but was also certain that for reasons of inherent inequalities between the races as well as a legacy of mutual hatred, whites and blacks could not live together in harmony. Hence emancipation would necessitate colonization—sending the newly freed slaves away from the United States to start a colony, perhaps even a nation, of their own. Yet he never found—or, really, looked for—a way to achieve this end financially or socially; whites would not give up the economic advantage of slave ownership, and where would funding come from for the immense expense of colonization? The internal struggle engendered by his belief in the inherent natural rights of all peoples and his entanglement in the moral, political, financial, and legal web of slavery demonstrates the complicated task of trying to do right in a world that does wrong. He could not imagine a world in which blacks and whites coexisted without conflict, a failure that haunted him in life and still haunts his legacy in death. The most elegant defender of liberty in the nation’s history did not defend the liberty of those whose lives it would have most transformed. Later generations (and leaders, including Abraham Lincoln) would employ his ideas and his language as they labored to secure freedom and equality for all. Tragically, Jefferson, who best articulated the nation’s loftiest aspirations, could not perceive or refused to recognize the full implications of his principles. He was the architect of American liberty almost despite himself.


We should not expect him to have embraced the values of a cosmopolitan, progressive person of the twenty-first century. How could he possibly have done so? Instead, we should try to understand the constraints—legal, financial, personal, intellectual—under which he lived. To understand certainly does not mean to approve or even forgive; rather, it means to comprehend why Jefferson made the kinds of decisions he made and saw the world as he did. He was a gentle, well-educated, idealistic man who sought—by his lights—to do right. Yet at times he acted in ways we now find abhorrent. Appreciating how this can be so is the task of the Jefferson scholar, the student of history, and perhaps every American citizen.


Jefferson puzzles us too because he does not fit neatly into modern categories. Although he spent almost four decades in appointed or elected government positions, he did not identify himself as a career politician. He made signal contributions to the craft of architecture but was never a professional architect. Devoted to science and claiming it as his first love, he lived in an era before “scientist” was an occupation. His reading was varied and idiosyncratic. He imbibed philosophy, starting with the ancients, but never worked out a philosophical system of his own. He long pondered religion but never found systematic theology attractive and attempted instead to simplify his religious beliefs and rejected proselytization of any form. He claimed as his home a tobacco plantation and loved gardening but never became a skilled or profitable planter. He enjoyed the study of the law but found legal practice unfulfilling. Despite his enormous learning and curiosity about practically every single thing in the world—and his notable accomplishments in many fields—he was not a match for any available vocation. He was at once an anomaly and a representative figure of his age. Jefferson happened to live at a moment in history when societies across the globe were undergoing fundamental changes in governance, and the resulting challenge attracted his energies and interests as did nothing else. This scholarly introvert found himself drawn onto the world’s stage, where he helped shape a new nation that he hoped would become a model for all others.


Yet Jefferson was a homebody at heart. As he repeatedly told just about everyone he corresponded with, he loved the quiet of his library, the privacy of his quarters, gentle conversation with like-minded persons, the beauty of his gardens, tinkering with the inventions of others in his study—and he always contrasted these scenes of domesticity with the disharmony of the political world. Although he became skilled at governing and thought comprehensively about the future of the American nation, he never liked the give-and-take of politics, despised contentiousness, and wanted to be loved by all. Still, he made brilliant and implacable enemies, who saw him as an impractical idealist, a dissembler who concealed his real values and secretly conspired and hungered for power. Despite the challenges of the major offices he held—governor of Virginia, secretary of state, vice president, and president—and despite an adulthood plagued with debt, tragedy, and death, Jefferson retained his fundamental optimism.


The issues of race and slavery are so important to us today that they almost overwhelm our view of Jefferson. Of course we must face squarely where he stood on each. But we impoverish our understanding of the man if we do not examine as well his manifest contributions to a variety of fields, especially his commitment to political liberty and intellectual and religious freedom. Indeed, to put Jefferson in the context of his own times is to see that, for him, race and slavery were generally not of central importance. The views on race he presented in Notes on the State of Virginia, for instance, existed alongside longer passages about everything from caves to mammoths and from religion to the Virginia constitution.


This book attempts a full-scale biography. I have strived to present Jefferson in all of his guises: politician, diplomat, party leader, executive; architect, musician, oenophile, gourmand, traveler; inventor, historian, political theorist; land owner, farmer, slaveholder; and son, father, grandfather. Fully grounded in modern scholarship, the portrait of Jefferson that follows is admittedly sympathetic but critical when appropriate. In our time it is the fashion to demythologize our ancestors, to eagerly point out their faults and minimize their accomplishments—in short, to cut them down to size. Can we recognize the failures of those who came before us and yet acknowledge their contributions? I have tried to do just that: to humanize and contextualize Jefferson without either deifying or demonizing him. Jefferson challenges us more thoroughly than any other Founder, but in the end, he is the most attractive, most elusive, most complicated, most intellectual, most practical, most idealistic, most flexible, and most quintessentially American Founder of them all.













PART I



COLONIAL VIRGINIA, 1743–1770















1



“A Hard Student”


TO BEGIN TO COMPREHEND Thomas Jefferson, we must start years before his birth. His surname appears several times in the early records of the colony of Virginia. The first Jefferson was a delegate to the initial legislative assembly in the colony in 1619, but there is no solid evidence he was related to the future president.1 In his brief autobiography, written when he was seventy-seven, Jefferson mentioned his family’s belief that the first Jefferson in the New World came from Wales, near Mount Snowdon, but again, we have no genealogical proof.2 The first reference to a Jefferson whom we can link to Thomas was, in fact, a man of the same name who lived in Henrico County in the late seventeenth century. This Thomas Jefferson appears in records for serving as a juror and surveyor, among other such minor functions. By the end of his life he had become a middling farmer, possessing land and a few slaves. He died in 1697, leaving a son also named Thomas, who in turn had a son, born in 1708, named Peter.


Peter Jefferson’s son Thomas, born on April 13, 1743, would become president of a country that did not yet exist. As Thomas later recalled, his father’s education was “quite neglected,” but “being of sound mind, sound judgment and eager after information, he read much and improved himself.”3 For his time and place, Peter Jefferson’s education was probably slightly better than average. Among his friends was William & Mary professor Joseph Fry, and he accumulated a library far superior to those of most men of his rank, suggesting that Peter’s mind was capacious and well employed.


Family lore tells of his massive size and tremendous strength, portraying him as an almost mythical figure. Supposedly he could stand between two 1,000-pound barrels of tobacco lying on their side and, grasping each with one hand, set them upright simultaneously. As a surveyor in the western reaches of the colony, he overcame extreme cold, hardship, and danger from savage animals to lead his assistants in laying out their lines.4 He was apparently as comfortable with the rigors of the outdoor world as with the pleasures of reading Shakespeare in his study.


Peter inherited land on Fine Creek, beyond the falls of the James River, and as a young man whose surveying experience acquainted him with the best lands to the west, he was soon purchasing acreage outright and investing in speculative projects. In July 1735 he acquired 1,000 acres on the south side of the North Fork of the James River, later called the Rivanna River (land that would become Monticello). He was clearly ambitious. Notably, he had become fast friends with William Randolph, five or six years his junior, who lived twelve miles or so across and eastward down the James at a much larger, finer plantation home named Tuckahoe.


Tuckahoe had been built by Thomas Randolph, now dead, son of William, one of the famous founding Randolphs, planter-aristocrats whose ancestral home, Turkey Island, lay south of Richmond. Upstream of Tuckahoe, and just west of Fine Creek, lived one of young William’s uncles, Isham Randolph, on a large plantation named Dungeness. Isham had made his fortune in tobacco, slaves, and trade. Peter visited Dungeness in the late 1730s, surely in the company of William. There he met and courted Isham’s teenaged daughter, Jane; she and Peter would wed on October 3, 1739, when she was nineteen years of age, Peter thirty-one.5


Isham Randolph was wealthy, worldly, and highly educated. He had attended the College of William & Mary, took French lessons for a few weeks from learned surveyor and diarist William Byrd, and spent many years as a merchant captain in London. In that city in 1718, he married Jane Lilburne, and shortly thereafter the first of their many children, a daughter they named after her mother, was born; she was baptized on February 20, 1719, at St. Paul’s, Shadwell. By the early 1730s she and her parents and siblings had moved to Virginia, where Isham established Dungeness, a smaller version of the great English manor houses.6 Owing to his time in London, Isham had an international network of acquaintances, and as the result of his friendship with the naturalist Peter Collinson, leading American botanist John Bartram visited Isham at Dungeness.7 All this goes to show how Jane had broader cultural and intellectual horizons than most of her contemporaries in colonial Virginia. And she saw in Peter Jefferson far more than a rough-hewn frontiersman.


Following his original purchase of 1,000 acres on the south side of the Rivanna in 1735, the very next year Peter acquired 200 acres across the river from William Randolph for, as the family enjoyed retelling, the price of “Henry Weatherbourne’s biggest bowl of arrack punch!”—a transaction presumably initiated in a tavern.8 Peter may have begun clearing fields and even erected a small, temporary dwelling within a year or two—Jefferson recorded in his “Autobiography” that his father “was the 3d or 4th settler of the part of the country in which I live, which was about 1737.”9 Shortly before or after his marriage to Jane, Peter moved to his Rivanna property, naming the homesite “Shadwell” in honor of his wife’s baptismal location. Their first four children were born there: Jane in 1740, Mary in 1741, Thomas in 1743, and Elizabeth in 1744. The next year Goochland County was subdivided and Albemarle County came into existence. On February 28, 1745, a small group of the new county’s citizens met near the present-day town of Scottsville and inaugurated the county government; among them was Peter Jefferson.10 Meanwhile he was purchasing more land, enlarging his fields, buying slaves, expanding his home and outbuildings at Shadwell, and fulfilling a range of civic responsibilities. Of all this his son Thomas remembered nothing.


WILLIAM RANDOLPH had married early, but in 1742 his wife died, leaving him with three small daughters and an infant son. Newly alert to the precariousness of life, William soon drew up a will, naming Peter one of the executors. Several years later, in failing health, Randolph added a codicil, requesting that “my Dear and loving friend Mr. Peter Jefferson do move down with his family to my Tuckahoe house and remain there till my son comes of age with whom my dear son and his sisters shall live.”11 Randolph died suddenly in late 1745, and, perhaps surprisingly, early in 1746 Peter and Jane, with their then five small children, moved the approximately fifty miles to Tuckahoe and assumed responsibility for the four orphaned Randolph children. This journey, which took the family several days, Jefferson did recall: his first memory was of being carried on a pillow by a slave on horseback.


Perhaps we can explain the move easily: Peter no doubt felt honor bound to his friend, and William had been a first cousin of Jane’s. Tuckahoe was a commodious house; the families could to a degree be segregated, and the Randolph slaves could oversee the Randolph children at night. Jane may well have felt more comfortable on the estate than in her smaller residence at Shadwell. While they dwelled at Tuckahoe she gave birth to four more children. Peter, with the help of seven overseers, managed the Tuckahoe plantation, and as an absentee owner (with a local overseer or two) he kept his personal slaves on the Rivanna, clearing fields, growing crops, and improving his properties. Peter and Jane received no remuneration for their duties to the Randolph children, but the Tuckahoe estate paid all their living expenses.12 The Rivanna estate’s output was pure profit.


We know little of Thomas Jefferson’s life during the Tuckahoe years. William Randolph had instructed that his son Thomas (and no doubt Thomas’s sisters) be educated at home by tutors, and it was probably Jane Jefferson who had a little one-room school built near the house and arranged to have a teacher available for both the Randolph and the Jefferson children. The future president remembered being placed at “the English school” at age five, and Peter Jefferson’s account book shows payment to a teacher in 1750 and 1752.13


The Oxford-educated Joshua Fry had come to Virginia in 1720 and in 1732 been appointed professor of natural philosophy and mathematics at the College of William & Mary; in 1737, however, he resigned this position and moved his family to Goochland County, where he became a good friend of Peter Jefferson. Fry was an accomplished surveyor; soon he and Peter were associated in various projects. Steady population growth and the need for fresh land on which to grow tobacco sent settlers westward, so land surveyors were in strong demand. In 1746 the colonial government contracted with some forty men, led by Fry and Peter Jefferson, to survey a boundary line from the headwaters of the Rappahannock River to those of the Potomac.


The success of this project led the colonial government to hire Fry and Jefferson in 1749 to extend the famous “dividing line” between Virginia and North Carolina. For this work the colonial council handsomely rewarded them; it also directed the two to compile a map of the populated portions of Virginia. The resulting Fry-Jefferson Map, completed in 1751 and promptly published in London, would be reprinted in subsequent decades.14 Peter’s adventures in the West ignited a fascination with the frontier in his son Thomas that would never subside.


While his family was at Tuckahoe, Peter enlarged and refined his house at Shadwell, and possibly for that reason, his family decided to return there in early 1752. The Jeffersons were now members of the gentry, possessing approximately 2,650 acres at the Shadwell estate alone. Situated on a small ridge overlooking the Rivanna River to the south, the house sat in the middle of a ten-acre square, encompassing slave quarters, a kitchen separate from the main house, stables, storage sheds, orchards—in effect, a little village that constituted a working plantation. Contrary to what some earlier biographies suggested, the Jeffersons lived comfortably and corresponded directly with merchants in London, and their house reflected the most current styles. While geographically in the Piedmont, Shadwell was culturally a part of the earlier-settled Tidewater region to the east.


THOMAS JEFFERSON was nine when his family returned to Shadwell. How much interaction he had with Peter is unclear. He certainly looked up to his imposing, energetic father, who surely instructed him in such manly sports as horseback riding, hunting, and shooting, although only horseback riding remained a lifelong practice. Peter probably taught his son at least the rudiments of surveying—throughout his life Thomas Jefferson would be interested in and a student of maps.15 The son learned from his mother as well. Jane ran the household efficiently and, especially when guests were present, with an elegance appropriate to the family’s rank in Albemarle society.16 She taught the children good manners, instructed them in dancing and music, and made sure they knew how to behave at table with guests. Still, Peter insisted that, while Jane might adequately supervise his daughters’ education, his oldest son, Thomas, required more formal schooling.


Soon after the family moved back to Shadwell, Peter dispatched young Jefferson to the Latin school operated by the Reverend William Douglas, located between Shadwell and Tuckahoe. Jefferson boarded with the Reverend Douglas’s family during the week, although on weekends he visited both his cousins at Tuckahoe and his family at Shadwell. A Scot, Douglas possessed a good-sized library and was no doubt well meaning, but Jefferson did not find him a very capable teacher, recalling him as “but a superficial Latinist, less instructed in Greek, but with the rudiments of these languages he taught me French.”17 Even so, Jefferson continued under Douglas’s tutelage until his father’s death on August 17, 1757.


IT COULD NOT HAVE BEEN entirely unexpected. Peter Jefferson’s good friend Dr. Thomas Walker had been summoned first on June 25, and throughout July and mid-August the physician came another fourteen times.18 We do not know the nature of Peter’s illness. Upon his death he left Jane with eight children, including two-year-old twins Anna and Randolph, but, importantly, with no debts.19


Peter willed the Shadwell house and plantation, one-sixth of his slaves, and all the household goods to Jane; he specified that each of his children should receive an education and designated a particular slave to go to each of his six daughters. He likewise left slaves to his two sons, directing that when Thomas turned twenty-one, he and his brother should divide equally the slaves not otherwise distributed. While the other children inherited young slaves, Peter gave Thomas his trusted slave valet, Sawney, who was roughly Peter’s age. He probably intended Sawney to serve a quasi-fatherly role in helping Thomas daily navigate the next decade or so of his life. Peter owned a total of about 5,000 acres in Albemarle County and provided that Thomas and Randolph (who was only two) could choose between two roughly equal estates. Jefferson opted for one adjoining Shadwell south of the Rivanna (which became Monticello), leaving Randolph later to take possession of the other estate in southern Albemarle, which Peter had named Snowdon after the ancestral home in Wales. Until Thomas came of age, the executors, especially John Harvie, a frequent business partner of Peter’s, would oversee the workings of the plantations and payment of all accounts.20 To Thomas, Peter also gave his books and surveying instruments.


Reverend James Maury delivered Peter’s funeral sermon. In 1749 or slightly earlier Maury had joined with Dr. Walker and Joshua Fry to found the Loyal Land Company, with the goal of speculating west of the Allegheny Mountains. Irish born but of Huguenot stock, he had come to Virginia as an infant, graduated from the College of William & Mary, returned to England for ordination in the Anglican Church, and become a rector in Louisa County in 1754. He established a school at his home about fourteen miles northeast of Shadwell. Peter must have been aware of his son’s unhappiness with Reverend Douglas, because Maury took over Thomas’s education. He was to have a major influence on Jefferson, who fondly remembered him as “a correct classical scholar.”21


JEFFERSON BOARDED with the Maury family and grew very close to them, especially James Maury Jr. Another student, Dabney Carr, became Jefferson’s closest friend, and during this period Jefferson also met James Madison (not the future president but the boy who would become Episcopal bishop of Virginia and president of the College of William & Mary) and John Walker. He enjoyed walking and playing in the woods with the other schoolboys, and his proficiency with the violin grew.22 Still, classmates remembered him for his studiousness.


At Maury’s school Jefferson developed a profound love of learning, particularly coming to adore the Greek language, and probably embarked on his lifelong commitment to reason in both intellectual and religious life. Maury may have taught him to accord slaves spiritual equality with whites, perhaps planting the seed from which grew Jefferson’s oft-stated opposition to slavery.23 It was also almost certainly at Maury’s direction that Jefferson began his literary commonplace book, a compilation of quotations and paraphrases from literary sources that he added to for more than fifteen years and referred to for the rest of his life. The earliest entries predate any surviving correspondence and hence are the first indicators of his thoughts and reflections. Perhaps unsurprisingly for a youth who had just lost his beloved father, death was a prominent theme in the earliest entries,24 as was stoicism in the face of loss. Horace, Cicero, and other ancient stoics would remain sources of counsel throughout Jefferson’s life.


Jefferson’s idyllic stay with Maury lasted less than two years. Over the Christmas holidays in 1759, Thomas found himself in the stately home of his uncle Peter Randolph, one of his guardians (and an executor of his father’s estate). Peter suggested to the then sixteen-year-old that he matriculate at the College of William & Mary. Randolph must have been persuasive, because a few days later, writing from Shadwell, Jefferson addressed a carefully reasoned letter to John Harvie, evidently the primary executor of his father’s estate. In this, the earliest extant Jefferson letter, the aspiring student laid out his reasons for requesting both permission and funds to attend the colony’s only college.




I was at Colo. Peter Randolph’s about a Fortnight ago, and my Schooling falling into Discourse, he said he thought it would be to my Advantage to go to the College, and was desirous I should go, as indeed I am myself for several Reasons. In the first place as long as I stay at the Mountain [Shadwell] the Loss of one fourth of my Time is inevitable, by Company’s coming here and detaining me from School. And likewise my Absence will in a great Measure put a Stop to so much Company, and by that Means lessen the Expences of the Estate in House-Keeping. And on the other Hand by going to the College I shall get a more universal Acquaintance, which may hereafter be serviceable to me; and I suppose I can pursue my Studies in the Greek and Latin as well there as here, and likewise learn something of the Mathematics. I shall be glad of your opinion.25





Harvie may have smiled at the suggestion that going to college would be an economy, but he gave his quick approval, and two months later Jefferson, probably accompanied by Sawney, was off to Williamsburg. Admission was hardly stiff, requiring only proficiency in Greek and Latin. Jefferson was then a tall, lanky boy with reddish hair and skin prone to freckle. Though rather shy and physically awkward, he was voraciously curious about the world.


JEFFERSON ARRIVED in Williamsburg on or just before March 25, 1760, the date he began to pay for room and board at the college. The food was apparently execrable, but the college did at least provide a salaried stocking mender for students’ convenience. This was probably Jefferson’s first visit to the capital city, then still hardly more than a village. Although the oldest and most populous of England’s mainland colonies, Virginia had no substantial city like Philadelphia or Boston. Boasting a permanent population of about 1,500, Williamsburg doubled in size for the several months that the General Court and the General Assembly were in session. Nevertheless, it was the largest city Jefferson had seen, and he soon knew intimately the bustle of Duke of Gloucester Street, friendly ordinaries or inns like the Raleigh Tavern, Bruton Parish Church (which he attended occasionally), and even the Governor’s Palace. Williamsburg had bookstores and a variety of shops, one could attend occasional concerts and theatrical performances, and the church had a small pipe organ. But the center of Jefferson’s life for two years was the College of William & Mary.


The college, chartered in 1693, had four divisions: an Indian school, a preparatory grammar school, a divinity school, and a school of philosophy. Jefferson matriculated into the last, which was more or less a tiny liberal arts college with courses in natural philosophy (science) and mathematics. The total enrollment before the American Revolution averaged less than sixty students. The grammar school had a single master, as did the Indian school, and the divinity and natural philosophy schools had only two faculty members each. Just two years before Jefferson’s arrival, the normal residency requirements for a bachelor’s degree had gone up from two years to four, comparable to the standard at Cambridge and Oxford.26 At about the same time, there was turmoil in the faculty ranks, and the resulting removals had made way for one William Small in 1758. This Scottish-educated professor only remained in Williamsburg for six years before returning to England, where he became a prominent member of the so-called Lunar Society of scientists and inventors in the vicinity of Birmingham.27


For most of Jefferson’s stay at the college, he took lessons only from Small. As Jefferson wrote in his autobiography sixty years later, “It was my great good fortune, and what probably fixed the destinies of my life that Dr. Wm. Small of Scotland was then the professor of Mathematics, a man profound in most of the useful branches of science, and with a happy talent of communication, correct and gentlemanly manners, & an enlarged & liberal mind.”28 Small also assumed the role of professor of moral philosophy. He ended the practice of rote teaching and student recitation and introduced lecturing at the college. As the only nonminister among the college’s faculty, he emphasized rational thought, not revelation or tradition, thus reinforcing the teachings of James Maury.


Only twenty-six when Jefferson arrived in Williamsburg, Small was “the first truly enlightened or scientific man” Thomas had ever met.29 Small was also discretely antislavery. Jefferson did not earn a formal degree and seems to have left the college sometime around April 25, 1762, when he stopped paying board. But he continued to study privately with Small, who, single and lonely in Williamsburg, obviously found in Jefferson an ideal student and a brilliant, intellectually curious companion. Jefferson later wrote that Small had been “to me as a father,” and “to his enlightened & affectionate guidance of my studies… I am endebted for every thing.”30


Small introduced his young protégé to Williamsburg’s other two luminaries: eminent professor of law George Wythe and suave royal governor Frances Fauquier. Soon Jefferson was a regular member of their Friday dinner parties, “a partie quarree” where, Jefferson recalled, he “heard more common good sense, more rational & philosophical conversations than in all [the rest of] my life.”31 Though he was only a teenager, both Small and Wythe were young men themselves, and Jefferson was a sophisticated son of the local gentry class, possessing polished manners, fashionable clothes, and the gift of conversation. Small, Wythe, and Fauquier in effect made up the real university in which Jefferson obtained his education. Wythe, born in Hampton County, Virginia, in 1726, had learned Greek and Latin from his Quaker mother, who probably also instilled in him a cautious opposition to slavery. Wythe became the most learned practitioner of law in pre-Revolutionary Virginia. He understood law as grounded in the widest possible historical context, particularly that of antiquity, and he emphasized clarity of expression. Privately a religious man, he had little patience with public rituals and believed reason pointed to moral character as the essence of spiritual life.32 Jefferson would study law under Wythe’s direction for three years, likely passing the bar in late 1765.33


The fifty-four-year-old Fauquier had come to the colony in 1758. Urbane, witty, and intellectually restless, he had become a fellow of the Royal Society in 1753. Jefferson probably picked up his lifelong habit of keeping meteorological records from Fauquier’s practice of maintaining a weather diary. Fauquier gathered about him the ablest, liveliest men (and women) in Williamsburg for social events at the Governor’s Palace and invited Jefferson to these occasions. The governor, who played the violin, viola, and cello, liked to organize amateur ensembles at his soirées, adding Jefferson with his violin to the evening musicales.34 Decades later Jefferson recalled Governor Fauquier as “the ablest man who had ever filled that office,”35 by which he may have been referring to the combination of learning and culture in a working politician.


Jefferson did not spend all his time with these men. For his first two years in Williamsburg, he lived at the college with other young students; thereafter, for several months he boarded elsewhere in the town. College classes took place in the Wren Building, which would have been the largest building Jefferson had ever seen. Jefferson knew all the other boys enrolled in the college and became especially good friends with John Page and John Walker; his boon companion from Maury’s school, Dabney Carr, was there too. The list of names of fellow students reads like a roll of famous Virginia families, and Jefferson would interact with most of these students and their relatives for the rest of his life.


Perhaps his desire to fit in with the other boys, most of them from families wealthier than his, led Jefferson during his first year in Williamsburg to maintain “a little too showy style of living.” After that first year, he curtailed his spending.36 His fellow students remembered not his extravagance but his diligence in his studies. Classmate John Page envied his study habits, for he “could tear himself away from his dearest friends, and fly to his studies.”37 Another student remembered, “Even when at school he used to be seen with his Greek Grammar in his hand while his comrades were enjoying relaxation in the interval of school hours.”38 According to family members, he “habitually” studied fifteen hours a day, taking a break at twilight to run for two miles before reading deep into the night.39 By all the evidence he placed high demands upon himself; he admitted in 1819, “I was a hard student.”40


KNOWING HE DID NOT WANT to be primarily a planter, Jefferson gravitated toward the law and therefore to Wythe. He did not love this field as much as he did science and mathematics, yet neither of the latter suggested an available profession. One could not find work as a professional scientist in colonial Virginia. Moreover, he already sensed that his emerging skepticism toward orthodox Anglicanism meant that he could hardly become a clergyman, and the ineffective medicine of the day did not attract him. But he saw that one could combine planting, the law, and government service. Two of Jefferson’s prominent Williamsburg relatives, Peyton and John Randolph, were eminent in law, having both studied and become barristers at the Inns of Court in London. Yet Jefferson did not study with either of them. He chose Wythe, who combined independent reading, practical experience, and knowledge of the twelve-member General Court, the colony’s highest court, which met twice annually in Williamsburg and served as the governor’s council. It was, in effect, the upper house of the General Assembly.


Wythe considered a solid grounding in the technicalities of the law mandatory. That meant a long and daunting regimen of reading. The bulk of a lawyer’s work in Virginia then dealt with land claims and disputes—the colony’s economy was overwhelmingly agricultural—so Wythe also directed his students to become intimately familiar with the land record office in the capital city. Recognizing Jefferson’s scholarly predilections, Wythe no doubt gave him an unusually extensive reading list.


On Christmas Day in 1762—just two days after Albemarle County officials had established the town of Charlottesville, along Three-Notch-d Road only several miles from Shadwell—Jefferson, while on his way home from Williamsburg, wrote a long, playful letter to his college friend John Page. The nineteen-year-old filled it with posturing about his supposed girlfriend Rebecca Burwell (he spelled her name a variety of ways, including in Greek written backward), whose love he desired but was unsure how to acquire. He compared his plight with that of Job—an indication of how overblown his adolescent rhetoric was. Unpersuasively playing the lackadaisical student, Jefferson explained that he was thinking of Rebecca “too often I am sure to get through Old Cooke this winter; for God knows I have not seen him since I packed him up in my trunk in Williamsburg.… Well, Page, I do wish the Devil had old Cooke, for I am sure I never was so tired of an old dull scoundrel in my life.”41 “Cooke” was Sir Thomas Coke, whose four-volume Institutes of the Laws of England was a notoriously difficult text. Wythe considered it the essential bedrock of law. Jefferson eventually came to hold the volumes in the same esteem.


In Coke, Jefferson found evidence for a view of early English history that he had already acquired, a reverence for the Saxon past before the Norman conquest. The earliest Saxons who peopled the island had—according to what became known as the Whiggish interpretation of English history—maximized liberty in a prefeudal age through an elected monarchy, annually elected parliament, land held without military or labor obligations owed to feudal lords, and basic equality before the law. Coke subscribed to this view, seeing the Magna Carta as an embodiment of true Saxon belief in the primacy of parliamentary authority. Jefferson would throughout his life hold to this romanticized portrait of original Saxon liberties, which he would soon enough come to see King George III trampling upon.42


Over the next nine months, while at Shadwell living in his mother’s house, Jefferson presumably continued to work his way through Wythe’s reading list. In another letter to Page he bemoaned again his inability to court Rebecca, and perhaps not yet fully habituated to the rigors of reading law and missing the camaraderie of the society of Williamsburg, he lamented his situation: “we rise in the morning that we may eat breakfast, dinner and supper and go to bed again that we may get up the next morning and do the same.”43


In letters he wrote later to students aspiring to study law, Jefferson laid out his exhausting schedule: from dawn till 8:00 a.m., one should study science, religion, and ethics; from 8:00 till noon, one should read foundational books in law covering everything from origins to comparative studies to practical tomes; then from noon to 1:00 p.m., politics, with the balance of the afternoon devoted to history, ancient through modern; after dinner, one should spend a couple of hours reading various genre of literature.44 At Shadwell Jefferson might have followed a schedule something like this, but he certainly did not after he returned to Williamsburg. Yet Shadwell was not all drudgery. Jefferson’s mother, Jane, with whom he got along well, was the mistress of the plantation, and also present were most of his other siblings, including his eldest sister, Jane, of whom he was especially fond. His mother was content to let the executors manage the plantation and all financial affairs, which Jefferson happily accepted.


He might have returned to Williamsburg earlier but for rumors of smallpox in the capital, and in a letter to John Page he also fantasized about traveling to Europe, but he would not realize that dream for more than twenty years. In early October though, he was back in Williamsburg, and at Wythe’s direction. As Jefferson wrote Page again, “The court is now at hand, which I must attend constantly.”45


ANOTHER PHASE OF his legal education had begun. Whether it was Wythe’s idea or Jefferson’s—probably it was Wythe’s—Jefferson was preparing to practice before the General Court, not in the lesser county or hustings courts. At the time fewer than ten lawyers constituted the bar of the General Court, so Jefferson would be joining an elite group. He had the accoutrements of a wealthy man, having brought a horse and a slave named Jupiter to Williamsburg. (Sawney drops out of the records after 1762.) Jupiter, born the same year as Jefferson, was the son of Sal, who had nursed Thomas as well as Jane Jefferson’s other children; Jupiter would be a trusted slave until his death in 1799. He performed all sorts of errands for Jefferson, and on occasion, finding himself without pocket change, Jefferson even borrowed small sums of money from him.46


Though Wythe made certain his student studied both the history and philosophy of the law as well as the practical aspects of appearing in court, Jefferson did not restrict himself narrowly to the regimen he later recommended to others. He visited with William Small and other social luminaries, attended concerts and the theater, enjoyed dancing and horseback riding, and read not only incessantly but broadly.


We know from the books he purchased from the offices of the Virginia Gazette that in addition to law texts, Jefferson bought Latin, Greek, and Italian dictionaries, as well as books of history (more than on any other subject), philosophy, belles lettres (including poetry), anatomy, and agriculture, among other subjects. His purchases included works by John Milton and Cicero; David Hume’s six-volume History of England; the Latin prose collection Satyricon; Sheridan on Elocution; and the two-volume edition of Yorick’s sermons (the pseudonymously published sermons of Laurence Sterne). The accounts of the Gazette show that no one else in the city bought as many books as Jefferson did in this period.47


Yet his main studies didn’t suffer, and Jefferson passed the bar exam in 1765. At that point, unless trained as a barrister in London at the Inns of Court, an aspiring lawyer had to wait a year after his licensure to practice in the county courts before he could appear in the General Court. Jefferson chose not to take cases in the lower courts and simply to wait out the year.


Jefferson left Williamsburg and spent most of the following months at Shadwell. His mother maintained a pleasant home, and he was absolutely devoted to his sister Jane, with whom he shared a love of botany and music; he considered her his equal in every way. She died suddenly of unknown causes on October 1, 1765, a loss that affected Jefferson deeply.48 Only the earlier marriage of his sister Martha to his close friend Dabney Carr on July 20 served partially to redeem the year. Jefferson had come of age the previous year but did not assume responsibility for his own accounts and those of his mother and siblings until 1765.


Very little is known of Jefferson’s activities in 1766, when he returned once again to Williamsburg. He continued to buy books from the Virginia Gazette office and to read voraciously. He still considered himself a student. According to a letter he wrote long afterward, during these years he persisted “in the habit of abridging and common-placing what I read meriting it, and of sometimes mixing my own reflections on the subject.”49 Remarkable in his literary commonplace book from this time is his near infatuation with Henry St. John, 1st Viscount Bolingbroke (1678–1751), the British political philosopher whose four-volume Philosophical Works contained many rationalist critiques of religious orthodoxy. Jefferson copied far more words from Bolingbroke than from any other writer. The viscount confirmed and elaborated ideas initially introduced to him by Maury, Small, and Wythe. Baptized and reared in the Anglican Church, Jefferson had boarded for several years in the homes of clergymen and on occasion as a student at the College of William & Mary had attended Bruton Parish Church. Yet his teachers and his reading sent him in a new direction.


In his commonplace book Jefferson recorded passages such as “We must not assume for truth, what can be proved neither à priori, nor à posteriori.”50 He had doubts about the Trinity, about the expiatory death of Jesus, and about scripture’s portrayal of Jehovah, preferring a “natural religion” to “the god of Moses, or the god of Paul.”51 He concluded, “It is not true that Christ revealed an entire body of ethics, proved to be the law of nature from principles of reason, and reaching all the duties of life.” In his view, “a system thus collected from the writings of ancient heathen moralists of Tully, of Seneca, or Epictetus, and others, would be more full, more entire, more coherent, and more clearly deduced from unquestionable principles of knowledge.”52 Jefferson had not turned against religion but was both questioning and searching. He had become a deist who found—at this point in his life—his favorite ethical teachers among the philosophers of antiquity. He believed in one God but not in the Trinity or in the divinity of Jesus.


Because such rationalistic views were unpopular and dissent against the established Anglican Church was actually illegal, Jefferson kept his emerging heterodoxy private. He outwardly conformed, even to the point of serving on the local vestry.53 Here, in the necessity of keeping his personal views concealed, was the seed of Jefferson’s advocacy for religious freedom, for him not just an abstract principle but a consequence of having unorthodox beliefs.


Jefferson was at Shadwell during the first months of 1766, where, on March 30, in tiny, precise handwriting, he made the first entry in what became his Garden Book, noting, “Purple hyacinth begins to bloom.”54 He would add to the book for more than a half century. In the late spring and early summer, he took his first trip beyond the borders of the colony of Virginia. He had expected to travel with Frank Willis, a college friend, but poor communications resulted in Willis leaving earlier. The primary purpose of the trip was to visit the eminent Dr. William Shippen Jr., of Philadelphia, for inoculation against smallpox. That Jefferson chose this course indicates not a little bravery and a commitment to science uncommon at the time because the medical procedure was itself dangerous.


Before Dr. Edward Jenner discovered vaccination in 1796, the only known means of warding off smallpox was inoculation. This risky procedure involved taking a tiny bit of material from smallpox sores on people who had mild cases and placing it beneath the skin of the one being inoculated. This was typically done by dipping a piece of string into the existing sore and then dropping it into a tiny incision on the new patient. The hope was that the latter would get a similarly mild case of the disease, after which he would be immune for life. The procedure was sometimes deadly and required several weeks of treatment; one had to be quarantined and cared for until the disease had run its course. Jefferson’s inoculation involved no complications that we know of. Later in life, he would have his entire family and some of his slaves inoculated, so convinced was he of the procedure’s worth.


The inoculation took up only a portion of his journey. Jefferson traveled through Maryland and Delaware in a one-person carriage en route to Pennsylvania and afterward to New York City.55 He wrote to his confidant John Page a long, descriptive letter of his visit to the Maryland statehouse, where he was appalled by the informality of governance in Annapolis, the “noise and hubbub” in the chamber, and the apparent confusion among the members about what was transpiring.56


Perhaps without fully realizing it, Jefferson had inadvertently become a close student of government. He was coming of age at just the moment when politics—and, above all, the proper relationship between the mother country and her colonies—was evolving into the central concern of the day. We know from later writings that he had already witnessed several political events in Williamsburg that reflected rising tensions between the colony and England, but a comment in his Maryland letter about “the rejoicings here on the repeal of the stamp act” are the first extant words from Jefferson about the train of events that would lead to the American Revolution.57


After Jefferson’s northern sojourn, he returned to his preparations for the practice of law. Yet international political events had already begun to influence his life. The next decade would prove remarkably eventful both for him and for the emerging nation.
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Young Legislator


AS HIS STUDIES PROGRESSED, Jefferson became interested in political affairs and the workings of representative government in Williamsburg. He was already an observer of the proceedings of the General Court. At the opposite wing of the capitol met the House of Burgesses, the colony’s legislative body, and Jefferson knew many of the men who sat in it. As early as the spring of 1765, excitement was building over what many saw as an unwise decision by Great Britain to begin raising revenues in the colonies by a mechanism long used in England itself, a stamp tax. Early word of the proposed tax had reached the colonies in late 1764, where the idea met with instant opposition. Late that year the House of Burgesses had issued a written protest, but this and remonstrances from other colonies had no effect; in the spring of 1765 the British parliament formally passed the Stamp Act. Toward the end of the May 1765 session of the General Assembly, Patrick Henry spoke, armed with six resolutions objecting to the tax. Jefferson, at the door to the chamber, “heard the splendid display of Mr. Henry’s talents as a popular orator,” as he recalled more than a half century afterward. “They were great indeed; such as I have never heard from any other man. He appeared to me to speak as Homer wrote.”1


We have no transcript of Henry’s remarks, but apparently in the midst of his tirade against the king, he used the word “tyranny.” Aghast, the senior members of the assembly feared that such language would be counterproductive. Two of the resolutions failed to pass, and another passed by only one vote. Jefferson remembered Attorney General Peyton Randolph storming out of the hall and saying, “By God, I would have given 100. Guineas for a single vote.”2 Henry, thinking his purpose accomplished, went home. The next day, cooler heads, led by Speaker John Robinson, Peter and Peyton Randolph, George Wythe, and others, toned down the four successful resolutions. But the original versions had already gone out, so people across the colonies came to believe that all six had passed in their original form. Henry had changed the temper of the debate.3


Jefferson had first met Henry while visiting Captain Nathaniel West Dandridge’s home during the Christmas holidays of 1759, and he held a conflicted opinion of the man: “his passion was fiddling, dancing and pleasantry. He excelled in the last, and it attached every one to him.” Though put off by Henry’s “idle disposition”—he called him “the laziest man in reading I ever knew”—Jefferson found him likable. He could not deny Henry’s personal magnetism and, later on, his remarkable public eloquence.4


By the time of Henry’s ascendance in opposition to the Stamp Act, Jefferson, though not a politician, had exercised leadership and drawn on personal connections to secure various ends. One revealing episode occurred several years before, when he realized that the Rivanna River could not accommodate the boats that took tobacco down the James and beyond. In either 1764 or 1765, Jefferson paddled downstream in a canoe, discovering that loose rocks obstructed navigation; consequently he began a subscription fund to underwrite clearing the river. Jefferson also convinced his neighbor, Dr. Thomas Walker, a member of the House of Burgesses, to push through the assembly an act authorizing an undertaking, privately funded, to remove the obstructions. Jefferson spearheaded the effort, monies were raised, and by the 1770s the Rivanna had been made navigable at almost every point from its confluence with the James up to Shadwell.5 His success suggested his natural talent for persuasion and problem solving.


UNTIL 1767 JEFFERSON had primarily been a student and an observer of politics—and, in many ways, still a dependent. Yet his passage into full adulthood was swift. At age twenty-four, he still lived in his mother’s house; yet he was now keeping the estate’s accounts and distributing its income to his mother and siblings. In addition, he was helping manage Shadwell’s farms, becoming more of a practical than a dilettantish gardener. His notations in his Garden Book in 1766 had referred to flowers; in 1767 he began to make entries regarding asparagus, lettuce, cucumbers, onions, and peas (his favorite vegetable). On August 3 he noted that he had grafted cherry buds “into stocks of large kind at Monticello,” his first mention of the name, Italian for “little mountain,” of the home he was already planning to build across the Rivanna from Shadwell.6 In 1767 Jefferson entered the practice of law, ending his apprenticeship to Wythe. He began to prepare for the construction of his own separate residence, apart from Shadwell, and that year he started keeping a detailed memorandum book of his expenditures.


Although Jefferson would only try cases before the General Court, which sat in May and October in Williamsburg, he did travel to the county courts in the Piedmont to seek legal business. His first solicitation for hire occurred on February 12, 1767, when one Gabriel Jones of Augusta County enlisted his help in a land controversy. As in the vast majority of Jefferson’s cases, this one never resulted in a hearing before the General Court.7 In most instances, disputants settled out of court, gave up, moved, died, or for a number of reasons did not persevere all the way to Williamsburg. The House of Burgesses set the fees for lawyers, whether they practiced at the highest level before the General Court or in various county courts, and they were scandalously low. Because of the extraordinary backlog before the General Court and its unhurried pace, most cases took years to resolve. Jefferson could, on the side, pick up fifty shillings or so for drawing up wills and other documents, but an even bigger problem than the low fees and the court delays was clients’ unwillingness or inability to pay.


As a result, despite being quite busy, Jefferson earned little. The most careful scholar of Jefferson’s legal career concludes that over the duration of his seven-year legal practice (the Crown closed the colonial courts after 1774), he averaged an income of less than £200 annually. It is true that Jefferson never liked personal disputation (which was primarily why he chose not to take cases in the more boisterous county courts), and his voice broke and became husky when he spoke long and loudly. But money concerns ultimately drove him to end his formal legal career. In late 1773 he decided to quit his practice, arranging in August 1774 to turn over to Edmund Randolph all his ongoing cases and the associated fees.8


WHILE THE MAJORITY of Jefferson’s cases in private practice involved land purchases, transfers, or disputes, several were of wider interest. One involved a controversy in Norfolk in 1768 and 1769 over smallpox inoculation. A group opposed to the practice protested against two doctors and their willing patients, and a riot ensued. Jefferson represented the side of science and modern medicine in the resulting suit, but in 1770 the court, headed by a judge himself opposed to inoculation, ruled against Jefferson’s clients.9 Another case revealed Jefferson’s evolving attitudes toward slavery. In April 1770, he took on, without fee, support of a plea by one Samuel Howell, a mulatto servant, who was suing for freedom from his indenture. Howell’s grandmother was a mulatto, born after 1705 as the offspring of a white woman and a black man, and thereby bound by the local church wardens to serve to the age of thirty-one. Before she reached that age, she conceived and gave birth to Howell’s mother, who was likewise declared an indentured servant and bound to service. She in turn conceived Samuel in 1742, and his grandmother’s owner declared him a servant as well. Howell was protesting this third-generation penalty for the original act of miscegenation.10


Speaking before the court, Jefferson offered a painstaking analysis of the entire corpus of colonial laws dealing with interracial sex, servitude, and related issues. He argued that while there existed laws stipulating that such persons as Howell’s grandmother and mother be indentured for a set number of years, no legislation specifically carried the penalty on to the third generation. Amid his analysis of the existing legislation, Jefferson made a daring declaration of principle: “Under the law of nature,” he stated, “all men are born free, every one comes into the world with a right to his own person, which includes the liberty of moving and using it at his own will. This is what is called personal liberty, and is given him by the author of nature, because necessary for his own sustenance.”11 These were radical views in slaveholding Virginia, and before the opposing attorney could even respond to Jefferson’s plea, the judge interrupted him and immediately settled the case against Samuel Howell.12


This was the second rejection of an attempt by Jefferson to ameliorate some of the worst aspects of slavery and perhaps whittle away at its influence; he dared not attack the institution head-on. The year before, he had been elected to the House of Burgesses. Soon after, he “made,” as he put it in his autobiography, “one effort in that body for the permission of the emancipation of slaves, which was rejected.”13 By the terms of a 1723 statue, “no negro, mullato or indian slaves shall be set free upon any pretence whatsoever, except for some meritorious services, to be adjudged and allowed by the governor and council.”14 Jefferson believed that individual owners should have the discretion to free such slaves as they wished. He took his concern to his cousin, Colonel Richard Bland, “one of the oldest, ablest & most respected members” of the House, and persuaded him to introduce a bill to liberalize manumission procedures. Jefferson seconded Bland’s motion, and when Bland endeavored to argue it, he was, in Jefferson’s words, “denounced as an enemy of his country, & was treated with the grossest indecorum.”15 The bold effort, however limited, failed completely.16


IN 1768, JEFFERSON had begun construction of his own home, a love affair—even obsession—with building and renovation that would continue for four decades. Jefferson was both architect and contractor, poring over architectural and planning books in search of inspiration. At first he seems to have consulted books by English designers including James Gibbs and Robert Morris, both highly influenced by the great Italian Renaissance architect Andrea Palladio. Soon Jefferson was consulting Palladio’s work itself. Palladio laid down precise rules regarding proportion and balance, rules Jefferson adopted. He had early on decided to build with brick and to break with English and Virginian tradition and site the house atop the small mountain he had taken to calling Monticello.


Typically, Virginia plantation houses (like William Byrd’s Westover or George Washington’s Mount Vernon) sat on slight rises that afforded a gentle down-slope view toward a river, but Jefferson chose, for aesthetic—certainly not practical—reasons, to construct his home upon this 867-foot-high mountain, which rose about 500 feet above the surrounding countryside. On May 15, 1768, he contracted with one Mr. Moore to level out a 250-foot-square area at the summit.17 Then on October 2, 1769, he paid one man for forty-six days of labor and another for twenty-two days spent digging a well some sixty-five feet deep. That the diggers averaged less than a foot and a half a day suggests the difficulty of driving through the rocky soil to water.18 In July of the next year the first of several brick makers, George Dudley, began producing bricks on site.19 Jefferson filled many pages calculating the number of bricks he would need and how many gallons of water would be required to make them. As it turned out, the latter amount was far more than the well could provide, so barrels of water were hauled up from the Rivanna.


For several years his memorandum book included notations about slaves digging out cellars, building terraces and roundabouts, planting fruit trees on the southern ridge of Monticello (in March 1769, for example, he had transplanted pears, apples, cherries, nectarines, pomegranates, peaches, apricots, and walnuts, setting them out in orderly rows), sawing lumber, and assisting with the brickmaking.20 Jefferson also calculated the efficiency of moving dirt in wheelbarrows, the speed of the well diggers, the amount of labor various slaves could perform in a single day, and so on. At first he focused on building just one room, with a cellar below (what became the South Pavilion). When he noted on November 26, 1770, “Moved to Monticello,” he took up residence in that single room.21


The main house wasn’t finished until a few years later, though nothing was ever really “finished” at Monticello. This initial version of the house was a rectangular structure of two stories, much smaller than the structure that sits there now. It was Georgian, or neoclassical, in style, without a dome but with a portico.22 Over the course of decades, Monticello, in its evolving design, its elevated location with a view to the west, its combination of practical convenience and aesthetic principle, its creative borrowing from design books and Jefferson’s later travels to England, France, and Italy, its dependence on slave labor, became in diverse ways a brick-and-mortar manifestation of Jefferson’s philosophy and attitude toward life and art.


TOWARD THE END of 1767 Jefferson’s friend Governor Frances Fauquier suffered several bouts of sickness. He died on March 3 the following year. Appointed to succeed him was Norborne Berkeley, Baron de Botetourt, who arrived in Williamsburg late on October 21, 1768, to a warm greeting from the twelve members of the governor’s council and other dignitaries. He read his commission and took the oath of office, and after dining together at Raleigh Tavern, all enjoyed a festive “illumination” of the city. The next day Governor Botetourt dissolved the current General Assembly (which was not in session) and called for a new election that fall. In mid-December 1768, the voters of Albemarle County assembled at the Charlottesville courthouse to reelect Dr. Thomas Walker and to elect the newcomer Thomas Jefferson as their two burgesses.23


The election of a person only twenty-five years old, who had not worked his way up by first serving as a justice of the peace (though at the time he was serving as a vestryman), testifies to the respect Jefferson commanded in the county. His appearance on county court days soliciting legal work, his leadership in opening the Rivanna to navigation, the good name of his family all surely counted in his favor, as did Jefferson’s manifest ability. Candidates for political office did not publicly campaign until the nineteenth century, but in Jefferson’s time they certainly did other things to win votes. Jefferson attended a militia muster on December 3 and apparently shared some expenses with his opponent in providing rum and cakes for the occasion. He also paid a ferryman to make sure voters could easily cross the Rivanna River on election day.24
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Monticello, first elevation, probably before March 1771, by Thomas Jefferson.


Source: Coolidge Collection of Thomas Jefferson Manuscripts, Massachusetts Historical Society. Used by permission.








The new assembly would not meet until May of the following year, but Jefferson left early for Williamsburg. He obviously enjoyed this latest sojourn in the city, frequenting the coffeehouse and attending concerts and plays.25 He seems to have particularly enjoyed the coffeehouse, where he read newspapers, shared in the talk about tobacco and horses, and learned the latest political news from the other colonies and London.


At about 10:00 a.m. on May 8, 1769, the ninety or so members of the House of Burgesses took their oaths of office in the council chamber, then returned to the assembly chamber to await the governor’s arrival. Botetourt rode down Duke of Gloucester Street in his lavish state carriage drawn by six white horses. Once he was in the council chamber, the assembly members greeted him. He then directed them to elect a Speaker. They unanimously chose Peyton Randolph, who had filled that role in the previous assembly. Botetourt formally approved their choice, then, with appropriate pomp and ceremony, addressed the assemblymen, flattering them that “the real interests of those you have the honour to represent… are most certainly consistent with the prosperity of Great Britain, and”—in a unsubtle warning—“so they will forever be found when pursued with temper and moderation.”26


In polite response to Botetourt’s remarks, the members resolved to deliver to him a brief address thanking him for his comments and selected the new member from Albemarle County to draft a set of resolutions for presentation to the governor. Jefferson’s first state paper is most notable for its reverence.27 The language carried no hint of revolutionary fervor. One member, Robert Carter Nicholas, deemed Jefferson’s draft of the address that would follow and build upon these resolutions too similar to the resolutions themselves. Nicholas agreed to rewrite it—tinkering that annoyed Jefferson—and the revised version was presented to the governor.28 This exchange of addresses completed the opening ceremonies, and the House of Burgesses set about its work.


Jefferson was placed on two rather minor committees: “privileges and elections” and “propositions and grievances.” In his first legislative session he mostly observed and absorbed. The assembly quickly became embroiled in long-standing issues that would prove extraordinarily important, both for the colony and for Jefferson. On its first day in session, Speaker Randolph announced that he, as directed by the last assembly, had written to the various colonial governments in response to actions of the British parliament and received letters in return. These he proposed to place on a table, along with sundry other correspondence between the colonies, for the members to read. Jefferson soon saw firsthand that the elevated words exchanged between the governor and the assembly did not wholly fit the realities of the political moment.


IN THE FACE OF MASSIVE protest in the colonies, Parliament had backed down on the Stamp Act in 1766, although in the accompanying but little-noticed Declaratory Act, it had firmly stated its right to pass laws, on any subject, that were binding on the colonies. Reeling from the expenses of the just-concluded Great War for Empire (the so-called French and Indian War), England badly needed revenue. Taking the colonists at their word—that is, that they objected to “internal taxes” (those raised within the colonies) as opposed to “external taxes” (those related to the control and regulation of trade)—Chancellor of the Exchequer Charles Townshend pushed through Parliament in 1767 a series of new duties on a wide range of goods imported into the colonies, along with measures to enforce and collect them. Townshend’s legislation included a proposed suspension of the New York legislature for its unwillingness to provide housing and food for British soldiers stationed there, as required by the Quartering Act of 1765. Colonists were outraged, believing the duties aimed more at raising revenue than regulating trade and interpreting the suspension of the New York General Assembly as an outright attack on the legitimacy of colonial governments. In February 1768 the Massachusetts House of Representatives sent a circular letter to the other colonial legislatures beseeching them to support their protest of British actions by boycotting the listed goods. This letter was among those Randolph laid before the Virginia assembly during Jefferson’s first session.


Britain’s actions had angered most of the assemblymen. By this time they knew that Crown officials had denounced the incendiary circular letter from the Bay Colony and instructed the various colonial governors to summarily dissolve any legislature that approved it. Undaunted, the assembly resolved itself into a committee of the whole in order to consider and ultimately approve unanimously a series of four resolutions. The first stated forthrightly that “the sole right of imposing taxes on the inhabitants of this his Majesty’s colony and dominion of Virginia is now, and ever hath been, legally and constitutionally vested in the House of Burgesses.” The other three resolutions defended the privilege of petitioning the king for redress of grievances, insisted that all trials for treason be held in the colonies, and stated the assembly’s intention “that an humble, dutiful and loyal address be presented to his Majesty, to assure him of our inviolable attachment to his sacred person and government,” in trust that he would intervene on behalf of their traditional rights and privileges.29 When Botetourt learned what was happening, he called the burgesses to his council and announced that he had heard of their “resolves and augur[ed] ill of their effect. You have made it my duty to dissolve you, and you are dissolved accordingly.”30


The Virginians expected as much and politely left the capitol building, marching together to the Apollo Room of the nearby Raleigh Tavern, where they promptly elected Peyton Randolph as their moderator. Then they proceeded to form themselves into what they called the “Association” and adopted a series of eight resolutions, whereby they pledged to neither import nor buy any goods taxed by Parliament. To improve the chances that nonimportation would succeed in forcing Parliament to rescind the Townshend duties, they pledged themselves to “promote and encourage Industry and Frugality, and discourage all Manner of Luxury and Extravagance,” adding a moral imperative to the political document.31


Nonimportation proved surprisingly effective up and down the colonies. In 1770 a new prime minister, Lord Frederick North, repealed all the duties except those on tea, kept as a matter of principle. Having achieved almost complete success, the nonimportation effort came to an end, and peaceful relations between the colonies and the mother country resumed. Though this turn of events convinced Jefferson of the utility of commercial boycotts, he did not believe that the critical issues of governance had been settled.


IN 1769, WHEN JEFFERSON officially became a burgess, he was twenty-six, still unmarried, and living with his mother. His surviving correspondence from the early 1760s, sparse as it is, brims with references to young women, especially Rebecca Burwell. He pretends to have fallen irrevocably in love with her but hardly approaches her, and when he does, he is too tongue-tied, bashful, and indecisive to impress. The letters include rumors and questions about other young women he was interested in and other couples’ engagements. The shy and self-conscious young Jefferson’s missives almost play at courtship, as though his words are performing for him. After the marriages in 1765 of his closest friends, John Page and Dabney Carr (Carr to Jefferson’s sister Martha), he seemed to fear being left behind in the matrimonial competition.


In this context arose a scandal, made public years later. His longtime friend Peter Walker (son of Dr. Thomas Walker) had married Elizabeth (Betsy) Moore in June 1764, and for years Jefferson was close to the couple. Apparently, one day in 1768, when Peter was away from home, Jefferson visited Betsy and made an inappropriate advance. What actually happened is unclear. Fifteen years later, while Jefferson was in France, Betsy told her husband about the event. Almost two decades after that, Peter protested to Jefferson and made noises about a duel. Intermediaries quieted things down, helped along by a letter Jefferson wrote in 1805 to a third party confessing that “when young and single, I offered love to a handsome lady. I acknowledge its incorrectness.”32


The year 1770 found Jefferson unmarried and lonely, maybe pining for domestic felicity and wifely affection; he called the now-married Dabney Carr “the happiest man in the universe.”33 On February 1, when all the family members happened to be elsewhere, Shadwell—the Jefferson family home—burned to the ground. Jane and Jefferson’s other siblings crowded into a nearby overseer’s dwelling until a small new house could be constructed for them. Jefferson had his single room up on Monticello, but the conflagration intensified his efforts to complete the main house. The fire struck him particularly hard because, as he bemoaned to John Page, it meant the loss “of every pa[per I] had in the world, and almost every book.”34 The papers included his case notes and briefs, and the General Court would be sitting just two months later. Better news was on the horizon, however, for in early October he visited the Forest, the Charles City County home of a wealthy merchant and lawyer, John Wayles. There Jefferson met Wayles’s widowed daughter, twenty-one-year-old Martha Wayles Skelton.35
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“Inspire Us with Firmness”


JEFFERSON DID NOT RECORD when he first met John Wayles, but it must have been early in his Williamsburg years. Wayles was a wealthy merchant and an industrious and successful lawyer. By the time Jefferson would have met him, Wayles lived at the Forest, a plantation home some sixteen miles outside Richmond. Jefferson had probably seen Wayles at courthouses and perhaps at the high General Court in Williamsburg, although Wayles was not qualified to serve on it. Wayles was also a debt collector for a large English tobacco firm, a delicate position among Virginia aristocrats who thought it ungentlemanly to approach them about their debts. Perhaps he managed to perform that job and retain his social standing because he was “a most agreeable companion, full of pleasantry & good humor, and welcomed in every society.”1 Wayles occasionally went to the offices of the Virginia Gazette, so it’s possible Jefferson, there to browse through the newest delivery of books, fell into conversation with the older lawyer. Or they could also have met on June 22, 1770, when the two were among 162 other Virginia men who signed a strengthened nonimportation agreement.2


In May 1746, Wayles had married a well-connected widow named Martha Eppes. A little more than seven months later, Martha gave birth, prematurely, to twins, a stillborn daughter and a son who lived only hours. Quickly pregnant again, Martha gave birth to another girl on October 31, 1748, only to die five days later. Wayles soon remarried, needing a new wife to help with the baby, kept alive by nursemaids. He had four more daughters with his second wife, before she too passed away. In 1760 he again remarried, but his third wife lived hardly a year.


At that point, Wayles turned to a mulatto slave woman, Elizabeth (Betty) Hemings, who had served in his house for years. She would be his concubine for the rest of his life, bearing him six additional children, whom he never formally acknowledged but whose lineage was widely recognized. While his eldest daughter Martha, named for her mother, his first wife, appears not to have had good relationships with her white stepmothers, she nonetheless learned to manage a household. She became known for her skill at conversation, dancing, and music; she sang sweetly and was accomplished on the spinet, or harpsichord, and the fortepiano. Family lore described her in many ways: of slight build, “small” or “low” in stature, “with a lithe and exquisitely formed figure,” with auburn hair, hazel eyes, “pretty,” “distinguished for her beauty,” graceful in her movements, vivacious, fond of reading (like Jefferson, she enjoyed the Anglican novelist Laurence Sterne).3


At eighteen, Martha married Bathurst Skelton, a well-established young planter, and they moved to their home, Elk Hill. Less than a year later, Martha gave birth to a boy, whom they named John, but Bathurst died ten months after that, leaving Martha, at only twenty, a widow with an infant son. Death was ever-present in colonial Virginia, and the bereaved had to quickly recover from their grief and move on with life. No doubt Martha did so, and after her mourning period she surely accompanied her father to Williamsburg to shop or socialize. Jefferson likely noticed her there. They may have even taken music lessons from the same Italian teacher, one Francis Alberti, Jefferson on the violin and Martha on the harpsichord.4 But Jefferson most certainly noticed her when he visited her father’s plantation in October 1770.


NO CORRESPONDENCE between Jefferson and Martha survives, and neither kept a diary. But on the evidence of expense notations in Jefferson’s memorandum book, he apparently visited the Forest twice more in December 1770 and at least eight times in 1771.5 Now older and more assured, with a career and a home of his own, Jefferson vigorously courted Martha. She had other suitors as well. A family story relates that on one occasion two hopefuls showed up at the Forest. Before they entered the house, they heard the sounds of her “harpsichord and voice, accompanied by Mr. Jefferson’s voice and violin,” promptly sized up the situation, and silently withdrew.6 The courtship moved rapidly.


In February Jefferson wrote to a friend on an unrelated matter, and after referring to a mutual acquaintance who was “wishing to take to himself a wife,” he revealed, “I too am in that way.” But he added that the recent fire at Shadwell and the loss of all his belongings had placed an obstacle in his path. After all, his bride-to-be already had a young son to care for, and Monticello still only boasted a small house.7 Jefferson remained undeterred. Further evidence of his intentions appear in a letter he wrote in June to his merchant factor in London (who purchased his annual tobacco crop and acquired items for him in England), Thomas Adams, seeking to alter a recent invoice: “I wrote therein for a Clavichord. I have since seen a Forte-piano and am charmed with it. Send me this instrument then instead of the Clavichord. Let the case be of fine mahogany, solid, not veneered… and the workmanship of the whole very handsome, and worthy the acceptance of a lady for whom I intend it.”8 He added, “I desired the favor of you to procure me an architect. I must repeat the request earnestly and that you would send him [on] as soon as you can.”9 By architect Jefferson meant a master builder, one who could realize his plans for Monticello.10


Correspondence between Jefferson and Robert Skipwith, who married Tabitha (“Tibby”) Wayles, Martha’s half sister, in or around July of that year, reveals much about Jefferson. In July, Skipwith, who must have gotten to know Jefferson through mutual visits to the Forest, requested that his future brother-in-law provide him with a reading list “suitable to the capacity of a common reader.” Jefferson replied in August. After a brief essay on reading and a defense of novels, he supplied the inventory for a complete library, practically a lifelong educational program. Then Jefferson invited Skipwith to “Come to the new Rowanty,” a literary allusion to Monticello, where he could access Jefferson’s growing library and they could enjoy elevated conversation. “Come then and bring our dear Tibby with you; the first in your affections, the second in mine.” Then, in a further literary allusion, he added, “Offer prayers for me too at that shrine [Martha] to which, tho’ absent, I pay continual devotion. In every scheme of happiness she is placed in the fore-ground of the picture, as the principal figure. Take that away, and there is no picture for me.”11 Skipwith soon replied, thanking Jefferson for the catalog of books and acknowledging the pleasant idyll he had painted of the two couples living near each other.12 Alas, sometime before February 1773, Tibby died.


Martha may well have had concerns about the cramped living arrangements at Monticello, which might have complicated her agreement to marry Jefferson. Then, tragically, little John died in June 1771 of unknown causes. Meanwhile Jefferson was busy with his legal career and had the General Court to attend in October that year. He was also reelected to the House of Burgesses (he recorded paying in November for “cakes had at election”).13 The two discussed an appropriate marriage date and settled on New Year’s Day 1772. Jefferson’s memorandum book shows him purchasing drapes and a bed for his single-room accommodation at Monticello, and on December 23, Jefferson, with Francis Eppes (a friend since his college days) cosigning, paid fifty pounds for a bond in preparation for buying a marriage license.14 A week later he paid forty shillings for the actual license. (Eppes had married another of Martha’s stepsisters, Elizabeth, and their son would, in 1797, marry Jefferson’s daughter Maria.)


No list of wedding guests exists, but surely Martha’s family attended, and Jane Jefferson must have come down from Shadwell; Dabney and Martha Carr probably came from their home in Goochland County. Martha’s father, John Wayles, gave her away, and the Reverend William Coutts read the marriage rites from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer. Jefferson’s memorandum book shows that he paid a fiddler generously for the occasion and gave tips to a number of slaves for helping out, including Betty “Hemmins,” Wayles’s black mistress.15 Jefferson was twenty-eight years old, Martha was twenty-three, and in Jefferson’s later, bittersweet words, he and the “cherished companion of [his] life” were to live together for “ten years in unchequered happiness.”16


THE NEWLYWEDS LINGERED at the Forest until at least January 18, when they set off westward, in a two-person carriage, for Monticello. They stopped for a day or so at Tuckahoe, a few miles west of Richmond, then set forth for Albemarle County. They had begun their journey in a light snowfall that became heavy after Tuckahoe. Some eight miles from Monticello, on January 25, the snow was so deep that they had to get out of their carriage and continue afoot, trudging along, cold and tired, as day turned to night. As their daughter Martha Jefferson Randolph later described it, “They arrived late at night, the fires all out and the servants retired to their own houses for the night. The horrible dreariness of such a house at the end of such a journey I have often heard both relate.” An early biographer with access to Jefferson’s grandchildren added a critical detail: “Part of a bottle of wine, found on a shelf behind some books, had to serve the new-married couple both for fire and supper.”17 The next morning Jefferson recorded the blizzard in his Garden Book, using the plural pronoun: “the deepest snow we have ever seen. in Albemarle it was about 3 f. deep.”18 After a brief stay, the couple retreated to Martha’s home, Elk Hill, about thirty miles away to the southeast.


Jefferson was soon busy again with legal business (although he did not attend the General Assembly meeting that February) and with the construction on the main house at Monticello. Martha, who had overseen her father’s household and borne (and buried) a child, was unflappable; she knew how to run a household and supervise slaves, make soap and candles, and maintain the inventory of the pantry. The account book she kept shows her quickly taking charge of the domestic scene, buying cider, eggs, chickens, a quarter of beef, mutton, peas, sugar, and other provisions. She even purchased three bushels of hops that fall because she took pride in the brewing of small beer (that is, beer with low alcohol content); over three months in late 1772 she recorded brewing seven casks.19 Martha could be tart. A granddaughter recalled her mother saying that Martha possessed a “vivacity of temper,” along with a “little asperity [that] sometimes shewed itself to her children.”20 Jefferson, by contrast, was almost famously reserved.


Martha became pregnant soon after the move. They may have anticipated her having trouble breastfeeding. On June 10, Jefferson paid a Dr. Carter for “breast pipes,” a device meant to elongate inverted nipples.21 On September 27, at 5:00 a.m., their first child, Martha—she would be called Patsy—arrived.22 As feared, Martha had trouble breastfeeding, and the infant struggled; at six months, they procured Ursula, Martha’s trusted former slave housekeeper from the Forest, whose supply of “a good breast of milk” allowed the baby to thrive. At Martha’s bidding, Jefferson purchased Ursula and her children on January 21, 1773, and she would remain the family’s primary cook until her death in 1800.23 Patsy, after her shaky start, developed a hearty constitution.


THROUGHOUT 1772 and into the spring of 1773, the tensions between England and the colonies lessened, and Jefferson focused his attention on Martha, Patsy, and Monticello. Yet, during this relative lull, the persisting tax on tea still rankled the colonists. When the British customs schooner Gaspee ran aground in the harbor of Providence, Rhode Island, on June 9, 1772, eight boatloads of protestors from the city attacked and eventually burned the ship. Irate Crown officials subsequently ruled that those caught and arrested would be brought to England for prosecution. This attack on the traditional concept of trial before one’s peers outraged colonists up and down the coast. Back in Virginia, the new royal governor, Lord Dunmore, would have preferred not to deal with the assembly but had to call it into session in March 1773 to address an issue involving forged paper currency.


When the assemblymen began to arrive in Williamsburg, they had more than forgery on their minds. A group of younger, more radical burgesses, including Jefferson, Patrick Henry, Richard Henry Lee, Francis Lightfoot Lee, and Dabney Carr, “not thinking our old & leading members up to the point of forwardness & zeal which the times required,” met in a private room at the Raleigh Tavern before the formal assembly sat.24 They intended to discuss the disturbing implications of the Providence crisis. Agreeing that insistence on the trial of Americans before American courts was “a common cause to all” colonists, they resolved to create a committee of correspondence to facilitate intercolonial communication and “to produce an unity of action.”25 The younger burgesses decided to present their plan to the full assembly the next day, March 12. Though asked to make the presentation, Jefferson never liked public speaking and successfully urged that the newly elected Carr do so instead. Carr spoke effectively, arguing for the appointment of eleven men to a committee of correspondence. The assembly approved, and although not pleased, Dunmore did not prorogue (suspend) the assembly until a shortened session had dealt with the forgery matter and several other noncontroversial issues. Then he called for another session to meet in June, but later prorogued that and all subsequent meetings until May 1774. He seemed not to grasp what was brewing. The committee of correspondence, once established, initiated the intercolonial effort that led to ever stronger unity and eventually to revolution.


BEFORE JEFFERSON could return from Williamsburg, Dabney Carr suddenly fell desperately ill and died on May 16—a major blow to his dear friend. Jefferson had Carr’s body disinterred from its initial grave and reburied at a spot on the hillside of Monticello where the two men as boys had lain under a great oak tree to read and converse.26 Martha’s absence compounded Jefferson’s grief: she had gone with their child to be with her gravely ill father, who himself died on May 28. Both deaths had significant implications. Jefferson took responsibility for Martha Carr and her six children, essentially raising the Carr children at Monticello.27 Then, in 1774, through his wife, Jefferson inherited more than 10,000 acres of land and 135 slaves (in addition to the 52 he already owned), along with Wayles’s substantial debts. Jefferson sold about half the land, expecting that the bonds he received would suffice to repay the money owed, but the English creditors rejected them (they were in depreciated Revolutionary currency). The inherited debt burdened Jefferson for the remainder of his life.28 And within a few years, as another portion of her inheritance, Martha Jefferson brought Elizabeth (Betty) Hemings, whom she had known most of her life, and her children to Monticello, where they would occupy privileged positions in the household.


In late 1773 and early 1774, as Jefferson was in the process of divesting himself of his law practice, he, his again pregnant wife, and their infant daughter spent time at the Forest and at Elk Hill. In January 1774, he inaugurated his Farm Book, wherein he kept detailed records of every aspect of plantation affairs for Monticello. His Garden Book reveals that at the time he was busily engaging carpenters, cabinetmakers, and brick makers, determined to make progress on his house. In March he began to level out a terrace and added a stone wall in preparation for a long, rectangular garden on the south side of the mountain. He planted fruit trees and experimented with new kinds of vegetables, as he and Martha awaited the birth of their second child. The quietness of this period was disturbed on February 21, when, shortly before midnight, an earthquake “shook the houses so sensibly that every body run out of doors”; an aftershock occurred the next day. These were the first recorded earthquakes in Virginia history.29


Then another tragedy: perhaps frightened by the shaking earth, Jefferson’s mentally disabled sister Elizabeth and her caretaker slave, Little Sal (sister to Jefferson’s Jupiter), attempting to cross a rain-swollen Rivanna in a small, flat-bottomed boat, either capsized or simply fell out. Both drowned. Jefferson noted in his memorandum books that Elizabeth’s body was found on February 24.30 The river continued to rise, and he noted on March 6 that it was nearly at a record flood stage. A superstitious man might have wondered if these were geological or meteorological omens, especially after a disastrous late frost struck his crops on May 5.31 But in the midst of this torrent of misfortune, there was a brief happy lull. On April 3, just before noon, a second daughter was born and named Jane Randolph, after Jefferson’s mother. Martha developed a breast abscess, and presumably Ursula again stepped in to nurse the baby.


THE POLITICAL CALM in Virginia came to an end before the middle of 1774. Events elsewhere shifted Jefferson’s attention from the personal to the imperial. On sending the assemblymen home in March 1773, Governor Dunmore had insultingly admonished them to promote among their constituents “a love of agriculture and attention to their private affairs, by which you will render a most essential service to them and to your country.”32 But on May 5, 1774, the date Dunmore had called for a new session of the House of Burgesses after repeated prorogations, the men from the far-flung counties had far more than private affairs to reflect upon. England had engaged for many months in efforts to impose order on and extract revenue from its empire. When the assembly met, the governor addressed them, making no allusions to portentous recent events. Instead, he condescendingly requested that the assemblymen handle their routine business with “prudence and moderation.”


But Virginia was abuzz with developments in Boston the previous year. When in May 1773 Parliament passed the Tea Act, authorizing the East India Company to sell cheaper tea directly to colonists via its own agents, colonists quickly smelled a ploy to establish a tea monopoly. On December 16, 1773, hundreds of colonists disguised as Mohawk Indians boarded three tea ships in Boston harbor and dumped their cargo overboard. Parliament passed a series of so-called Coercive Acts (or, from the colonial perspective, Intolerable Acts) the next spring, in 1774. Among other things, these closed the port of Boston until the tea was paid for. On May 19, Virginia published accounts of this action, called the Boston Port Act.


With the assembly in full session, the news from Boston could not have broken at a more combustible moment. British actions had taken an ominous turn: first there had been taxation without representation, then contempt for trial by a jury of one’s peers, then a government-backed attempt to establish a commercial monopoly, and now the closing of a great city’s port and the imminent destruction of its economy. For a decade or more, largely because of overproduction, tobacco prices had been falling, diminishing Virginia planters’ profits. The planters, with no real understanding of broad economic forces, assumed malevolent British merchants were behind the drop in prices. Did the British intend to force credit-dependent planters into subservience and debt slavery? As an anonymous planter had warned in an October 1771 essay in the Virginia Gazette, “We all know that we are slaves to the power of the merchants: For who can truly say he is free, when there is a fixed price set upon his tobacco, and goods he purchases, at rates he does not like?”33


Hence the colony was primed to react strongly to the slightest whiff of economic interference or oppression by Great Britain. As Jefferson recalled, a small group of men, who believed the issue too critical to be “left to the old members” and agreed “that we must boldly take an unequivocal stand in the line with Massachusetts,” decided to meet on their own in the library of the capitol building and devise a way to “arous[e] our people from the lethargy into which they had fallen as to passing events.” Jefferson apparently came up with the idea of appointing “a day of general fasting & prayer [as] most likely to call up & alarm their attention.” His retelling of these events makes clear that he saw fasting and prayer as gimmicks to ramp up public sentiment against British action and in support of colonial rights. He described how the group “rummaged” through John Rushworth’s seventeenth-century Historical Collections to find inspiration from their Puritan forebears. When they found some useful piece of history or law, they “cooked up a resolution” in modern language “to implore heaven to avert from us the evils of civil war, to inspire us with firmness… and to turn the hearts of the King & parliament.”34


The group drafted on May 24 a “Resolution of the House of Burgesses Designating a Day of Fasting and Prayer,” which they persuaded older and more devout member Robert Carter Nicholas to introduce to the full house. In order “to oppose, by all just and proper Means, every Injury to American rights,” the resolution set aside June 1, 1774, for meetings at all Virginia churches, including Bruton Parish in Williamsburg, for sermons and prayers, along with appropriate fasting, all to support the opposition cause.35 The resolution was printed as a broadside and reprinted several days later in the Williamsburg papers. In response, Governor Dunmore told the assembly that their words made “it necessary for me to dissolve you; and you are dissolved accordingly.”36


The dismissed assemblymen once more walked to the Apollo Room of the Raleigh Tavern. There, the full eighty-nine in attendance, with Peyton Randolph serving as moderator, drafted, and on May 27, signed, another declaration of Association. The assemblymen now pledged to abstain from purchasing all East India commodities and recommended that the various committees of correspondence invite the other colonies to send delegates to “meet in general congress” at some agreed upon location, where they would consider future action. The declaration’s language reflected an escalation of tensions. It raised measures “to secure our dearest rights and liberties from destruction, by the heavy hand of power now lifted against North America” and stated that “a determined system is formed and pressed for reducing the inhabitants of British America to slavery, by subjecting them to the payment of taxes, imposed without the consent of the people or their representatives.”37 On May 30, styling themselves “the late House of Burgesses,” they decided to send letters to all of their “Sister Colonies,” acting on behalf of the “Preservation of the Common Rights and Liberties of British America.” They also sent notices throughout Virginia calling all assembly members to gather in Williamsburg on August 1 to “conclude finally on these important Questions.”38 Accordingly, on May 31 a more aggressive group of twenty-four former members—including Jefferson, George Washington, Edmund Pendleton, Peyton Randolph, and Robert Carter Nicholas—signed and posted a formal letter to all the other former members of the House of Burgesses warning, “Things seem to be hurrying to an alarming Crisis.”39 With that, the various delegates went home.


JUNE AND JULY found Jefferson back at Monticello, where he pondered the simmering political crisis. Sometime before July 23, he and fellow Albemarle burgess John Walker sent a letter to their constituents in St. Anne’s Parish, asking them to gather on that date at the new church on the Hardware River for “fasting, humiliation and prayer devoutly to implore the divine interposition on behalf of an injured and oppressed people.” The letter announced that the Reverend Charles Clay would preach that day.40 Jefferson would later say of this and similar ceremonies, “the effect… thro’ the whole colony was like a shock of electricity, arousing every man.”41 Jefferson was using religion more to appeal to the people than as an expression of his own beliefs. The two burgesses chose a date just three days before the county election, at which both Jefferson and Walker won reelection to the disbanded assembly.42 The voters also approved a set of resolutions—surely authored by Jefferson—that called for a complete ban on imports from England. The first paragraph stated the resolutions’ foundational principle: the people were bound only by the laws they or their representatives had adopted, and “no other legislature whatever may rightfully exercise authority over them.” Thus they declared themselves not subject to Parliament. The resolutions named Jefferson and Walker as the county’s deputies to attend the called-for special meeting on August 1 in Williamsburg and instructed them to vote in conformity with the desires of the freeholders of Albemarle County.43


Shortly after the election, Jefferson set out for Williamsburg, bringing with him a lengthy text described as a “draught of instructions to be given to the delegates… which I meant to propose at our meeting.” But he had no sooner left Monticello than a severe case of dysentery forced him to return home and miss the August 1 meeting. Yet he sent on, probably in the hands of his slave Jupiter, his planned remarks. One copy was intended for Patrick Henry, who he hoped would speak on behalf of his proposed instructions; another was for the presumed chair of the meeting, Peyton Randolph.44 Jefferson’s manuscript, though perhaps not as polished as he would have wished, was quickly published (without his prior knowledge) as a pamphlet. Destined to become famous in the colonies and infamous in London, the publication marked Jefferson’s entry into the intercolonial arena as “the pen of the American Revolution.”45
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“These Are Our Grievances”


PATRICK HENRY APPARENTLY did not read the long manuscript, but Peyton Randolph immediately recognized its import. Upon receiving it, he read the proposed resolutions aloud to a sizable group of the colony’s delegates gathered at his home. Randolph’s nephew Edmund Randolph “distinctly recollect[ed] the applause bestowed on the most of them” by those in attendance.1 Peyton Randolph later made the resolutions available to all members by laying them on the table of the meeting room. Yet, as Edmund Randolph’s memory suggested and Jefferson’s autobiography confirmed, the resolutions were “too bold for the present state of things,” and the convention never actually voted on them, even though many of the younger delegates agreed with them. Most Virginians simply had trouble contemplating a real break with England. Jefferson said it best: “tamer sentiments were preferred, and, I believe, wisely preferred, the leap I proposed being too long, as yet, for the mass of our citizens.”2


The deputies—they were careful not to label themselves burgesses—did, however, elect seven of their most distinguished members to attend the proposed Continental Congress set to meet in Philadelphia that September. In the “Instructions by the Virginia Convention to Their Delegates in Congress,” the deputies were more respectful of the king and Parliament than Jefferson had been, making clear their “Faith and true Allegiance to his Majesty King George the Third” and expressing their approval of a “constitutional Connexion with Great Britain.” Only then did they raise concerns, stating, “British Subjects in America are entitled to the same Rights and Privileges as their Fellow Subjects possess in Britain.”3 The colonists remembered how their response in 1765 had caused Parliament to repeal the Stamp Act; they hoped for a similar result now.


The seven Virginia delegates—Peyton Randolph, Richard Henry Lee, George Washington, Patrick Henry, Richard Bland, Benjamin Harrison, and Edmund Pendleton—were all older and better known than Jefferson, so even if he had been present at the Williamsburg convention, he may not have been chosen to go to Philadelphia. But his proposed resolutions would make it to Philadelphia and far beyond. They were published as a pamphlet by friends and supporters in Williamsburg, with one of them adding a brief preface and suggesting the title A Summary View of the Rights of British America. On August 6 George Washington recorded in his account book that he had bought a copy, and Patrick Henry, and probably the other deputies as well, took copies with them to Philadelphia. Soon there was a Philadelphia edition, and printers in New York, Boston, and Norfolk may have put out their own as well. There were even two London editions by the end of the year.4 Jefferson’s words, even though not officially adopted in Williamsburg, would have an outsize impact on the discussion emerging in the colonies about the nature of political sovereignty and the position of the colonies in the British Empire.


The text of A Summary View is a mishmash of tendentious history valorizing England’s Saxon era, ponderous analysis, soaring rhetoric, and elegant phraseology. Parts of it clearly inspired Jefferson’s readers; other parts—such as his attack on slavery and the slave trade—troubled some. Overall, much of his language was more radical than many of the delegates at the convention were ready to accept. Edmund Randolph wrote that Jefferson tended “to run before the times in which he lived.”5 A Summary View recapitulated prior arguments, reshaped current ones, and prefigured subsequent colonial debate. It was not an academic treatise but a call to action. Jefferson was creating the concept of an American people and at the same time working through the principles of governance that should apply to the colonies in the context of an imperial system.6


Jefferson began the manuscript by instructing the Virginia delegates to prepare an address for the king that laid out the “united complaints of his majesty’s subjects in America.” They must do so, moreover, “in the language of truth, and divested of those expressions of servility which would persuade his majesty that we are asking favors and not rights.” Calling the king “no more than the chief officer of the people,” Jefferson argued that, in the same way that the early Saxon settlers of the “island of Britain” owed no legislative allegiance to their mother country when establishing themselves in their new land, so too did the colonial governments possess their own sovereignty independent of Britain.7 The establishment of their own laws and regulations was a right “which nature has given to all men.”8 Thus the colonists were not transplanted Englishmen but a separate, unique, sovereign people.


After defending this position based on an idealized and in part imaginary account of Britain’s history before the Norman conquest, Jefferson argued that “the exercise of a free trade with all parts of the world” was also colonists’ “natural right.” Accordingly, the so-called navigation laws that had long regulated colonial maritime commerce violated the colonists’ rights. Jefferson reiterated his basic point: “The true ground on which we declare these acts void is that the British parliament has no right to exercise authority over us.”9 Not all the delegates would so categorically dismiss parliamentary authority.


Jefferson warmed to his theme. British “exercises of usurped power” extended to the internal affairs of the colonies. He admitted that earlier and apparently random incidences of parliamentary regulation had been overlooked or excused because they were rare and that the colonists were predisposed to look favorably on Britain. But the situation of the previous three or four years was different. “Scarcely have our minds been able to emerge from the astonishment into which one stroke of parliamentary thunder has involved us, before another and more alarming is fallen on us.” Then his hammer blow: “Single acts of tyranny may be ascribed to the accidental opinion of a day; but a series of oppressions, begun at a distinguished period, and pursued unalterably thro’ every change of ministers, too plainly prove a deliberate, systematical plan of reducing us to slavery.”10


Jefferson proceeded to itemize the usurpations: the Stamp Act, the Declaratory Act, the Townshend duties, the suspension of the New York legislature, the Boston Port Act. He admitted that the perpetrators of the Boston Tea Party had done wrong, but theirs were the understandable actions of “An exasperated people.” To punish all the citizens of Boston for the deeds of a tiny group was, in Jefferson’s words, “administering justice with a heavy hand indeed!”11


In laying out a list of British actions that had provoked Americans to protest, Jefferson borrowed a strategy that English protestors had employed when writing the Declaration of Rights in 1689, which had officially ended the reign of James II and launched that of William and Mary. That famous document, known to educated Americans and lawyers in 1774, had included, in thirteen clauses, specific instances of royal misconduct so egregious as to justify repudiation of the king.12 Jefferson offered the long train of unhappy events as the cause of the colonial protest and called on the king to use his authority to override these examples of Parliamentary overreach.13


Jefferson stressed that Parliament had voided laws duly considered and passed by the various colonial assemblies. In one of the most controversial passages of his manuscript, which did not find significant support among his fellow deputies, he singled out Parliament’s rejection of Virginia’s effort to curtail the importation of slaves. Many viewed this limitation more as a boycott than a condemnation of the institution of slavery. Yet Jefferson wrote that “the abolition of domestic slavery is the great object of desire in those colonies where it was unhappily introduced in their infant state.” Here he clearly privileged his private opinion over popular sentiment in Virginia, perhaps trying to convince the other members to support ending slavery.14 He continued with other examples of American laws overridden, questioning, still boldly, whether it was “possible then that his majesty can have bestowed a single thought on the situation” of the people in America. Yet nowhere was British action more high-handed, in his view, than in the dissolving of colonial legislatures. Jefferson stated that in such cases, “power revert[ed] to the people,” where true sovereignty lay.15 Even worse, if possible, was Britain’s sending troops to the colonies and requiring the local citizens to house them. As Jefferson wrote, “Let [the king] remember that force cannot give right.”16


At this point, the text reached the peak of its rhetorical power. “These are our grievances which we have thus laid before his majesty with that freedom of language and sentiment which becomes a free people, claiming their rights as derived from the laws of nature, and not as the gift of their chief magistrate. Let those flatter, who fear: it is not an American art.” Jefferson insisted that Americans rightfully understood kings to be “the servants, not the proprietors of the people.” Then he irreverently exhorted the king, “Only aim to do your duty, and mankind will give you credit.… No longer persevere in sacrificing the rights of one part of the empire to the inordinate desires of another.” He added, unpersuasively, that the manuscript conveyed the advice of well-meaning American counsel, “on the observance of which may perhaps depend your felicity and future fame, and the preservation of that harmony which alone can continue both to Great Britain and America the reciprocal advantages of their connection.”17


Then Jefferson pulled back a bit. He was trying, in the end, to figure out how the colonies fit into the empire. They were exempt from parliamentary authority, so did some kind of relationship to the king bind them to Britain? Was he imagining something like the idea of the British Commonwealth that emerged more than a century later? As he wrote, “It is neither our wish nor our interest to separate from her.” Calling once again for the king to hold back parliamentary regulations and interference in colonial affairs, Jefferson argued aphoristically that “the god who gave us life, gave us liberty: the hand of force may destroy, but cannot disjoin them.” He entreated the king to stop parliamentary abuse, redress the “great grievances” of the colonists, and thereby reestablish “fraternal love and harmony thro’ the whole empire.”18 However radical he was, Jefferson was not yet willing to suggest that independence was the only solution.


ON SEPTEMBER 5, 1774, a total of fifty-six deputies or delegates from twelve colonies assembled in Philadelphia at Carpenters’ Hall and promptly chose Peyton Randolph as president of the Congress. The delegates agreed that each colony would have one vote and to proceed in secrecy until a decision was reached. On October 18, the Congress approved and announced what it called a “Non-importation, Non-consumption, Non-exportation Agreement,” closely based on the earlier Association measures passed in Virginia.


The Continental Congress labeled the proposed economic sanctions the Continental Association. They called for banning the import (effective December 1, 1775) of a long list of goods, including slaves (the August Virginia convention had also called for an end of the Atlantic slave trade) and tea. The sanctions also called for the end of exports of colonial-produced goods, including tobacco, on September 10, 1775. The colonies were to establish committees in each county and town to guard against violations. The committees of correspondence in each colony would keep one another apprised of events. The delegates concluded by declaring that the sanctions would remain in effect until the repeal of the hated parliamentary acts.19 They fully expected that outcome.


Jefferson thought the conclusions of this First Continental Congress too weak, but he understood there was a diversity of opinion in Virginia and in the colonies as a whole and that the more radical members would need to be patient as the more conservative ones were brought along. Early in 1775 Jefferson and John Walker were reelected as delegates to the Second Virginia Convention, called to meet in March in the tiny village of Richmond in order to avoid Williamsburg and the royal governor.


GOVERNOR DUNMORE underestimated the degree of anger in Virginia. He thought a few extremists objected to recent British actions and that the general population was relatively content.20 He had recently received instructions from Lord Dartmouth, the British secretary of state for colonial affairs, not to allow the importation of powder and arms and to prevent the colonial assembly from electing delegates to the next Continental Congress. By the time the Virginia delegates were assembled in Richmond, they knew that the king had reacted angrily to news of the protests in America. At the Richmond meeting, Patrick Henry did more than anyone else to shift opinion toward rebellion. Speaking “as man was never known to speak before,” reported one awestruck contemporary, Henry roused the delegates to the immediate need to prepare for military defense of the colony’s liberties.21 Richard Henry Lee seconded his resolution, but others, like Edmund Pendleton and Robert Carter Nicholas, cautioned against moving so precipitously, warning that the colony was nowhere near ready for war.


Jefferson and George Washington, Virginia’s most respected military leader, supported the Henry faction. Henry, sensing that the convention might be hesitating, rose again to speak. His rhetorical brilliance overwhelmed everyone, Jefferson included. Henry said the colonists had done everything they could: they had sent petitions and remonstrances to no effect. “There is no longer any room for hope.… If we wish to be free… we must fight!” In an atmosphere charged with excitement, Henry then delivered his soon-to-be-famous peroration: “Gentlemen may cry peace, peace—but there is no peace. The war has actually begun.… Why stand here idle?… Is life so dear, or peace so sweet, as to be purchased at the price of chains and slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God! I know not what course others may take; but as for me… give me liberty, or give me death!”22


The conservatives held firm, but they no longer had the votes to control the convention. A committee of twelve, including Jefferson, was formed to establish, arm, and train colony militia units of both infantry and “troops of horse” in each county. Precise instructions outlined the kind of weapons they should be provided, including tomahawks, and specified that horses should be trained to tolerate the noise and flash of gunfire.23 The convention also moved to support local manufactures and greater wool production, owing to the colonial boycotts of British goods. It passed a resolution asking that a committee look into Governor Dunmore’s new land policy and suggested that no one either purchase or accept land grants until after the investigation was completed.24 Finally, recognizing that Peyton Randolph, one of the colony’s seven delegates to the Second Continental Congress, could take ill or, should Dunmore call the assembly into session, have to remain in Virginia, the convention elected Jefferson as his alternate.25


While the convention was in session, Dunmore issued a proclamation instructing its members not to elect or send delegates to the Second Continental Congress—which the Virginians ignored. After the convention came to an end, on April 20 and 21, Dunmore had royal marines seize, under the cover of night, the gunpowder stored in the public magazine. The marines moved the matériel to the HMS Magdalen, positioned in a nearby tributary of the York River. Dunmore inflammatorily announced that if he or other officials were harassed, he would “by the living God, declare Freedom to the Slaves, and reduce the City of Williamsburg to Ashes.”26 Fearing public reprisal, he then barricaded himself inside the Governor’s Palace. Then, on April 29, news arrived of gunfire exchanged between Massachusetts militiamen and British troops at Lexington and Concord. Eight days later, Jefferson would write his former teacher, William Small, then in England, that “within this week we have received the unhappy news of an action of considerable magnitude between the king’s troops and our brethren of Boston.… This accident has cut off our last hopes of reconciliation, and a phrenzy of revenge seems to have seized all our ranks.”27 These tumultuous events formed the backdrop for the Second Continental Congress as its members converged on Philadelphia on May 10, 1775.


Jefferson was not among the initial arrivals. Governor Dunmore had summoned the Virginia assembly to meet on June 1 in order to present a set of conciliatory proposals from Prime Minister Lord North. Dunmore opened with a conciliatory speech, causing Jefferson and Randolph to fear that he would soften the opposition. In response to the proposals, Jefferson authored resolutions, passed on June 10 even though moderates had, in Jefferson’s words, thrown “a dash of cold water on [them] here & there, enfeebling [them] somewhat.” The final compromise document won almost unanimous support.28 Jefferson transformed his remarks in support of the resolutions into a written address to Governor Dunmore, presented to him on June 12. Meanwhile, Dunmore had grown so frustrated by the onrush of events and the tenor of the debate that during the night of June 8, he had moved himself and his family to the HMS Fowey, a twenty-four-gun warship resting securely in the York River.29 From that point, Dunmore attempted to govern the colony from aboard ship.


North had proposed that Parliament would tax the colonies no more (except with regard to maritime trade) if they would make voluntary contributions to support the expense of administrating the government and defending the colonies. Compared to A Summary View, the language of the resolutions rejecting North’s proposal was prosaic, though still forceful. By approving Jefferson’s resolutions, the assembly rejected North’s proposal because, in Jefferson’s words, “it only changes the form of oppression, without lightening its burthen.” The resolutions went on to enumerate the reasons for the rejection and concluded by referencing the Second Continental Congress then in session. Because North’s proposal involved all the colonies, the Virginia assembly could offer only its own opinion. “Final determination we leave to the General Congress now sitting.”30


THE VERY DAY THE resolutions passed, June 10, Jefferson made ready to depart for Philadelphia. He was to replace Peyton Randolph, who had been recalled to Virginia to preside over the final assembly ever to meet in the colony. When Jefferson arrived in Philadelphia on June 20, he was almost the youngest delegate to the Congress. Among the others were many of the most famous American colonials of the time, including, above all, Benjamin Franklin, known internationally for his experiments with electricity. Three days before Jefferson arrived, the Battle of Bunker Hill had erupted in Boston: actual war was underway. Earlier in the month the Congress had named the American forces defending Boston the Continental Army, and following John Adams’s recommendation, on June 15 it appointed George Washington commander in chief. Washington, twelve years older than Jefferson and far wealthier, had been a military hero in Virginia since a militia engagement against the French in 1754, and his martial fame had spread throughout the colonies. On June 26 Jefferson wrote to his brother-in-law Francis Eppes that “the war is now heartily entered into, without a prospect of accommodation but thro’ the effectual interposition of arms.”31


Almost immediately after Jefferson’s arrival, the Congress sketched out a “Declaration of the Causes and Necessity of Taking Up Arms,” but some members objected to the text. Jefferson and John Dickinson joined the committee that had drafted it. Dickinson, eleven years Jefferson’s senior, had gained renown from his publication in 1767 and 1768 of a series of essays collectively known as Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania; as for Jefferson, A Summary View had recommended him to the committee. Both prepared drafts, read each other’s versions, and in some fashion produced—with Dickinson probably playing the leading role—a document acceptable to the Congress. In many ways, it followed the structure of A Summary View and reflected Jefferson’s ideas throughout, but Dickinson made the statement blunter and more forceful, if not as elegant. Certainly some of the most stirring words were Dickinson’s. Congress adopted the new version on July 6, 1775, and four days later it was published in Philadelphia.32


On July 8, the Congress, practically caving into the demands of its most conservative members, also approved a separate document, authored by Dickinson and addressed to the king, that became known as the Olive Branch Petition. As Jefferson recalled, “The disgust against this humility was general,” but in deference to Dickinson and the document’s supporters, Congress accepted it.33 The king would simply ignore it. The next item on the agenda, however, would prove influential: the Congress had to devise a reply to Lord North’s conciliatory proposal and charged Franklin, John Adams, Richard Henry Lee, and Jefferson with the task. Aware that Jefferson had previously prepared Virginia’s response and in fact had brought a copy with him to Philadelphia, the others turned to him. The reply to Lord North was essentially a more moderate version of what Jefferson had written in Williamsburg in June. The committee and the Congress accepted the message as written, with only the most minor revisions, and adopted it on July 31.34


JEFFERSON’S WORK AT the Congress was largely over; he had little to do with the explicitly military measures. He could look back over the previous six weeks with a degree of satisfaction: he had done important work in his first appearance on the national stage. During the last few days of July, Jefferson busied himself with paying all his accumulated bills.35 Then, on August 1 he left for Virginia, but before going to Monticello he stopped for a week in Richmond to attend the remainder of the Virginia convention, now in effect the ruling body of the colony. Already in session for two weeks, it had passed a set of measures that created a colony-wide militia system.36 While Jefferson was in attendance the convention voted on delegates to the next Congress, and he was among those elected.


Immediately thereafter Jefferson left for Monticello and reunion with his wife and two girls. Because his correspondence with Martha did not survive, we cannot know exactly how the two of them coped during their long period apart. While he was gone on public business, Martha reared the girls with the help of slave women and managed the farm, all while living in a house still only partially complete and constantly under construction. For the first time in months, on September 21, Jefferson made an entry in his Garden Book. But yet another death in the family disrupted his and Martha’s lives. Just seventeen months old, their daughter Jane died.37 Domestic bliss instantly turned to grief and mourning, making it excruciatingly difficult for Jefferson to depart on September 25 for the renewed session of the Continental Congress.


Jefferson’s attitudes and resolve toward Britain had hardened significantly over the previous months. On August 25, having just arrived at Monticello from Richmond, he wrote to his Loyalist relative John Randolph in London, “I am one of those too who rather than submit to the right of legislating for us assumed by the British parliament, and which late experience has shewn they will so cruelly exercise, would lend my hand to sink the whole island in the ocean.”38 These were fighting words.
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“Pen of the American Revolution”


A POWERFUL SENSE OF DUTY pulled Thomas Jefferson toward Philadelphia, but he also worried about the days to come: Would there be war? His journey overland was uneventful. Once he arrived, he found little of interest in the everyday business of the Congress meeting in the newly built Carpenters’ Hall. Still, the work was extremely time-consuming, with Jefferson, heavily involved in committee work, often laboring at his desk into the night. He was lonely and consumed with anxiety about his wife’s fragile health and her possible safety should conflict erupt. Hearing no news for months, he could only imagine the worst. On November 7 he wrote brother-in-law Francis Eppes that he had not received “the scrip of a pen from any mortal in Virginia since I left it, nor been able by any enquires I could make to hear of my family.” The distress was almost more than he could stand. “The suspense under which I am is too terrible to be endured. If any thing has happened, for god’s sake let me know it.”1


Virginia’s open conflict with Great Britain had begun in September when Dunmore directed troops to attack in the Hampton Roads area. On November 7, the governor had issued a proclamation giving freedom to all “indented servants, Negroes or others (appertaining to Rebels)” who would take up arms on behalf of “his Majesty’s Troops.” The residents of Norfolk believed the city could be burned to the ground at any time.2 Jefferson sent warnings to his wife to stay as far inland as possible; as he informed Eppes on November 21, he had written “to Patty [his pet name for Martha] to keep yourselves at a distance from the alarms of Ld. Dunmore.”3 His earlier hopes for compromise had turned to anger. Writing a few days later to John Randolph in London, Jefferson assumed, “You will have heard before this reaches you that Ld. Dunmore has commenced hostilities in Virginia.” But Jefferson directed his real anger at King George. “It is an immense misfortune to the whole empire to have a king of such a disposition at such a time. We are told and every thing proves it true that he is the bitterest enemy we have.”4 In Jefferson’s mind, the colonies and the Crown had reached the point of no return.


The Congress adjourned on December 13, though Jefferson compiled directions for a rump committee that would remain in Philadelphia to handle emergency matters. He left for Monticello on December 28, having secured an extended leave. Jefferson may have seen, just before leaving Philadelphia, an incendiary publication by recent British expatriate Thomas Paine that appeared on December 23. Paine had launched a series of addresses titled “The Crisis,” and his pungent writing style had the same electrifying effect on his readers as Patrick Henry’s oratory did on his listeners. “These are the times that try men’s souls,” Paine wrote, then laid out in vivid prose the rationale for rebellion.5 His was a new style of political discourse that eschewed scholarly quotations and classical allusions, speaking to the common man, not elites.


Two months later Jefferson received copies of Paine’s even more strident call to arms, Common Sense; published in pamphlet form on January 10, 1776, it sold phenomenally well throughout the colonies.6 “O ye that love mankind!” Paine exclaimed. “Ye that dare oppose, not only the tyranny, but the tyrant, stand forth! Every spot of the old world is overrun with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her. Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.”7 Paine had elevated the colonies’ cause to saving freedom for the entire world. He knew that some colonists still hesitated to blame the king out of (in Paine’s view) misplaced reverence. Trying to jolt them from that perspective, Paine wrote bluntly that the king was no more than a “crowned ruffian,” a “royal brute.”8


While much evidence suggests that Paine’s uncompromising language took Virginia by storm, perhaps even more people in the colony became convinced of Britain’s iniquity as a result of Dunmore’s attack on, and burning of, Norfolk on January 1.9 Letters arriving at Monticello gave news about military actions in the other colonies as well; Jefferson’s friend Thomas Nelson Jr., still in Philadelphia, tried to convince him to bring his wife and daughter with him when he returned.


JEFFERSON’S MOTHER JANE had been ill for some time, and he had apparently brought her to Monticello for care and nursing. His memorandum book noted on March 31, “My mother died about 8. oclock this morning in the 57th year of her life.”10 Some scholars have suggested that this brief notice perhaps reveals that Jefferson and his mother were not particularly close. Yet Jefferson was always reticent about deeply personal matters; his notation about the death of friend Dabney Carr in 1773 was similarly terse.11


When time came for Jefferson to return to Philadelphia, a severe migraine kept him at Monticello for six weeks, making this the second time that, at a very stressful moment, illness delayed his attendance at an important event.12 He was loath to go anyway, since he knew another Virginia convention was to convene in early May. He would have much preferred to participate in that assembly, which would soon begin drafting a new plan of government for the colony. Nothing seemed more important to Jefferson. Back in Philadelphia he wrote to Thomas Nelson Jr. that again his wife had been unable to travel with him and that he wished the Virginia convention would “recall” its congressional delegates to Williamsburg. He mentioned to Nelson that before he had journeyed north, he had taken “great pains to enquire into the sentiment of the people on [the issue of independence]” and reported, “In the upper counties I think I may safely say nine out of ten are for it.”13 Indeed, groups from every colony sent more than ninety addresses, declarations, and petitions to Philadelphia, spelling out their protest and advocating separation from Britain.14


On May 16, 1776, the Virginia convention passed resolutions calling for independence. After condemning the king for “carrying on a piratical and savage war against us by tempting our slaves by every artifice” to turn “against their masters,” the Virginians unanimously resolved that their delegates to the Continental Congress be instructed “to propose to that respectable body to declare the United Colonies free and independent states, absolved of all allegiance to, or dependence upon, the crown or parliament of Great Britain.” They then exhorted the colonies to join into a confederation and seek alliances with other nations. They also proposed an appropriate plan of government for the colony of Virginia—not yet calling it a state.15 Delegate Thomas Nelson set out for Philadelphia with a copy of the resolutions and the plan of government for the Congress, but even before he arrived (after a slight delay), the Pennsylvania Evening Post printed them. Jefferson was especially interested in the call for the creation of a Virginian system of government. As he had written earlier to Nelson, “It is a work of the most interesting nature and such as every individual would wish to have a voice in. In truth, it is the whole object of the present controversy.”16


In Philadelphia, the Virginia resolutions engendered spirited debate as, aside from Massachusetts, no other colony had made such a radical move. Richard Henry Lee of the Virginia delegation had introduced a possibly incendiary resolution, which John Adams quickly seconded: “Resolved, That these United Colonies are, and of right ought to be, free and independent States, that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British Crown, and that all political connection between them and the State of Great Britain is, and ought to be, totally dissolved.” Realizing that some of the middle colonies in particular were not quite ready for such a bold and irreversible move, the Congress decided on June 8 to postpone the final vote until July 1. In the meantime, it appointed Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, Roger Sherman, Robert R. Livingston, and Jefferson to a committee “to prepare a Declaration to the effect of the said first resolution.”17


Congress simultaneously established two more key committees, one to develop a “Model Treaty” to shape how the new nation would interact with other nations (Adams and Franklin were named to this committee) and another to begin drafting a plan of government for the new nation (Sherman and Livingston). The committee appointed to draft the declaration unanimously elected Jefferson, at thirty-three its youngest member, to write the document. As Adams later explained, Jefferson had “a happy talent of composition” and a “peculiar felicity of expression.”18 He was also well liked, more so than the prickly and vain Adams, who was as blunt and thin-skinned as he was learned in history and law. Franklin, though popular, suffered terribly from gout and was essentially disabled. Just as determinative was Jefferson’s status as a Virginian, representing the largest colony and indeed all the southernmost colonies. But before turning his attention to the declaration, Jefferson had another project in mind.


THE VIRGINIA CONVENTION had assembled in Williamsburg in early May, and its president, Edmund Pendleton, had appointed a constitutional committee of more than two dozen members, with George Mason taking the leading role. Jefferson soon learned of this, for on May 24 Pendleton wrote to him, “Mason seems to have the Ascendancy in the great work.”19 The news surely heartened Jefferson, for he had great respect for Mason, but probably also made him regret even more his own absence from Williamsburg. He decided to draft a constitution to send to the delegates, and by early June he had prepared three versions. Together, they make clear Jefferson’s evolving ideas about proper governance.


Each of the three versions began with a long list of grievances against the king for recent actions: suspending colonial legislatures, keeping standing armies in the colonies, taxing colonists without their consent, transporting people to England for trial, closing ports, and so on.20 Then Jefferson outlined his plan for a new government in Virginia—a plan embodying his political philosophy.


His views on specific aspects of government differ slightly across the three versions, but in each he advocated a bicameral legislature, an elected lower house, and an upper senate with members appointed by the lower house. He wanted to broaden the franchise by allowing all (white) males “of full age and sane mind,” who either owned a town lot or a minimum of fifty acres of land or had paid taxes for two years, to vote and to hold office. He suggested that those who owned fewer than fifty acres of land be granted unappropriated or forfeited tracts owned by the state to bring them above the threshold.21 He also proposed that the number of representatives from each county should be proportionate to the number of eligible voters, which would end the overrepresentation of the Tidewater counties. Jefferson’s proposed governor, whom he called the administrator, would be a weak executive, appointed by the house for a one-year term (though he could be reappointed three years after the end of each term). Among other limitations, the administrator could not veto legislation or prorogue or dissolve the legislature, and the lower house would appoint his advisory privy council as well as both the treasurer and attorney general.


Jefferson described a legal system comprised of county courts, a general court and high court of chancery, and a court of appeals. The state and its inhabitants could not simply take, but had to purchase, land held by Indians. He proposed that any new territories to the west “shall be free and independent of this colony and of all the world”—that is, Virginia would never have dependent colonies of its own. “No person hereafter coming into this colony shall be held within the same in slavery under any pretext whatever”—thus Jefferson called for a ban on new slave imports. He called as well for easing the process of naturalization for immigrants. Importantly, he made clear his stance on the state’s role in religion, writing, “All persons shall have full and free liberty of religious opinion; nor shall any be compelled to frequent or maintain any religious institution.” The third version of the document provided, “None of these fundamental laws and principles of government shall be repealed or altered, but by the personal consent of the people on summons to meet in their respective counties on one and the same day by an act of Legislature to be passed for every special occasion.” Had Jefferson’s draft been accepted, it would have been the most progressive constitution in the world.22


The grounding of political authority in the people, the broadening of the franchise to include practically every adult white male, the creation of a strong lower house and a weak executive, the ending of the importation of slaves, the proposal to disestablish the Anglican Church and provide for complete religious freedom—these were ideas far in advance of public opinion. Jefferson entrusted a copy of the third version to George Wythe on June 13 to take to the Williamsburg convention. Yet by the time Wythe arrived, the constitutional committee had made much progress on its own. And, in any event, its members would not have accepted Jefferson’s version; much of it was simply far too radical.23


Jefferson would soon find that his list of the grievances against the king was about the only passage accepted almost verbatim; his plan for the courts was largely incorporated too. The final constitution was much more conservative than his, although more democratic than might have been expected.


BEFORE HE LEARNED the fate of his proposals, Jefferson had reason to be hopeful. On June 6, the Pennsylvania Evening Post published a truly remarkable declaration of rights authored primarily by Mason in late May.24 Mason originally introduced ten “rights,” and the committee added eight more (though Mason himself seems to have written five of these). One or more members apparently leaked the draft, which was then published in Philadelphia and elsewhere.25 The committee intended this declaration of rights to be the foreword to the Virginia constitution, but because the latter was not completed and approved until much later, on June 29, the declaration has often been understood as a stand-alone document.26


Jefferson was much impressed by what became known as the Virginia Declaration of Rights. The first “right” resonated strongly with his views: “That all men are born equally free and independent, and have certain inherent natural Rights, of which they cannot, by any compact, deprive or divest their posterity; among which are, the enjoyment of life and liberty, with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursuing and obtaining happiness and safety.”27 Clearly, these words stuck in his mind, although the ideas were not new to him. (Actually the full Williamsburg convention later weakened the potential antislavery implications of this first “right” in its final version.28) Mason’s second “right” emphatically insisted that “all power is vested in, and consequently derived from, the people,” a concept Jefferson had earlier asserted in his A Summary View. The third “right,” showing the influence of John Locke, stated, “That government is, or ought to be, instituted for the common benefit, protection, and security of the people, nation, or community… and that whenever any government shall be found inadequate or contrary to these purposes, a majority of the community hath an indubitable, unalienable, indefeasible right, to reform, alter, or abolish it.”29 Jefferson was convinced that what Locke would have called a right to revolution was an inherent right of Virginians. Overall, he fully accepted the first three rights in the document.


The other rights were exactly those that Jefferson believed the king had infringed upon. Perhaps most important to him was the ninth “right,” though he believed the declaration did not go nearly far enough: “That as Religion, or the Duty which we owe to our divine and omnipotent Creator, and the Manner of discharging it, can be governed only by Reason and Conviction, not by Force or Violence; and therefore that all Men shou’d enjoy the fullest Toleration in the Exercise of Religion, according to the Dictates of Conscience, unpunished and unrestrained by the Magistrate.”30 Jefferson agreed that reason and conviction should govern one’s religious opinions, but he wanted complete religious freedom, not mere toleration. The full Virginia convention did strengthen the concept, owing to the influence of a young James Madison. In his first participation in a deliberative body, Madison objected to the toleration clause and replaced the existing language following “all men” with “are entitled to the free exercise of religion.”31 In Madison, Jefferson found a like-minded intellectual and political partner. Their friendship and collaboration would last five decades, though no issue they addressed together would be more important than this first, concerning religious freedom in Virginia.


But Jefferson and Madison’s partnership still lay in the future. In June 1776, with his draft constitution on its way to Williamsburg and Mason’s declaration of rights fresh in his mind, Jefferson turned to the great task set him by the Congress: to draft a declaration that explained and legitimated the colonies’ decision to sever their relationship with Britain.


IT IS EASY TO OVERLOOK both how frantically busy Jefferson and the other Philadelphia delegates were and the fact that the colonies were already at war with England. The delegates attended committee meetings in the morning and deliberations of the whole Congress in the afternoon; then, after dinner, they performed more committee work into the evening. Congress was in effect the government for all the colonies, with responsibilities ranging from provisioning the Continental Army to establishing a postal system. The delegates were exhausted and growing testy. Jefferson himself had already served on an astounding thirty-four committees. While trying to find time to write the declaration, he also wrote reports on the disappointing colonial attempt to invade Canada and on the so-called Cedars Cartel, an agreement for the exchange of prisoners.32 Hanging over the delegates was the threat of a British invasion. By the second week of June, they were aware that a British flotilla of 132 ships was headed for New York City. On July 1—just before beginning to consider the final draft of the declaration—Congress learned that a squadron of fifty-three British ships had arrived off the coast of Charleston.


As if this were not enough to worry Jefferson almost to the point of distraction, he was desperately concerned about the health of his again pregnant wife. Then, on June 30 he wrote Edmund Pendleton that “the situation of my domestic affairs renders it indispensably necessary” that he be relieved and another delegate sent in his place. “The delicacy of the house will not require me to enter minutely into the private causes which render this necessary.” Apparently Martha had suffered a miscarriage.33 Overworked, rushing to meet deadlines, fearful of invasion, and distraught over Martha’s health, Jefferson nevertheless managed to sit in his parlor and compose, on a slant-topped writing box, a draft of the Declaration of Independence.


It is possible that the committee members suggested the basic outline of the document. John Adams claimed twenty-six years later that within a couple of days of its appointment, the committee had “proposed the Articles of which the Declaration was to consist.”34 But Jefferson may have already decided, before the committee even formally met, on a three-part structure, involving a brief philosophical preamble or introduction, a list of grievances, and a brief statement of the united colonies’ right to join the established nations of Europe as a full-fledged nation-state.35


In any event, within several days of starting, Jefferson had produced a draft, which he apparently showed to the other committee members, except for Franklin, who was too ill to attend meetings. The committee made some suggestions (we have no record of the specifics), and after addressing them, Jefferson sent the revised version to Franklin.36 We do not know what changes Franklin made, if any, though it has been suggested—with no actual proof—that the phrase “self-evident” in the preamble was his. Jefferson submitted the cleaned-up copy, incorporating the suggestions of the committee, to Congress on Friday, June 28. On Tuesday, July 2, in the middle of an oppressive heat wave, congressional consideration got underway. Acting together, Congress made thirty-nine changes, mainly excisions, shortening the document by a little over a quarter. Even so, a full 90 percent of the words in the final Declaration of Independence were Jefferson’s. He is rightly credited as its author.


HOW DID JEFFERSON approach his task? Whether or not the committee had helped shape the document, he had ready material at hand. Jefferson was a student of political philosophy and legal history, and for him, as for many of the delegates, the basic ideas of John Locke, Algernon Sidney, John Trenchard and Thomas Gordon (authors of the essays in Cato’s Letters), and other writers were ingrained in his mind.37 Jefferson had effectively rehearsed the application of these ideas to the American situation in his A Summary View and, more recently, in his proposed constitution for Virginia. And fresh in his memory were the newspaper reports of the Virginia Declaration of Rights. Given this background, Jefferson fashioned in very short order the document the committee approved and, after revisions, the Congress accepted on July 4 as the Declaration of Independence.


The first three clauses of Mason’s Virginia Declaration of Rights provided Jefferson with the most proximate inspiration. Jefferson’s preamble made more elegant and memorable the content of Mason’s clauses: “We hold these truths to be self-evident; that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with inherent and unalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Congress retained almost every word, except for one salutary revision: “inherent and inalienable” became “certain unalienable.” Various reprintings of the declaration have ended the sentence with the word “happiness.” Jefferson had not done so; he did not intend his text to limit the self-evident truths in this way. To him, the clauses that followed were also self-evident: that governments derive their powers from the consent of the people, that governments are instituted to promote the people’s basic rights, and that, if they fail to do so, the people have the right to alter or abolish them. With consummate artistry, Jefferson summarized years of thinking and political philosophizing in about two hundred words. The whole is organized as a rational argument. In view of the unalienable rights of the people and the fact that governments are supposed to promote those rights, it logically follows that when governments do not, they deserve to be changed.38
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Draft of first page of the Declaration of Independence, in Jefferson’s hand.


Source: Manuscript Collection, Library of Congress. Used by permission.




















In the tradition of the 1689 Declaration of Rights, Jefferson next turned to a lengthy enumeration of the injustices the colonies had suffered and now justified the people’s right to reject British governance. Jefferson understood that the colonies, founded at different times, for different purposes, and now boasting different economies and religions, nevertheless constituted a unitary “people.” He drew on his proposed draft of the Virginia constitution, rearranging and adding to the list of grievances, which he offered in order of ascending degree of egregiousness. Jefferson wrote in essence as a lawyer, marshalling the best evidence to advance his purpose to a jury made up of a “candid world.” The final charges were, in order, plundering the coasts, burning towns (Falmouth, Maine; Charlestown, Massachusetts; Norfolk, Virginia), sending foreign mercenaries to America, and inciting both slaves and Indians against the colonists.


The last drew a long harangue from Jefferson that unfairly blamed the king for the spread of slavery into the colonies. Jefferson labeled the transportation of human beings from Africa to the colonies a “cruel war against human nature itself, violating… [the] most sacred rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people.”39 Jefferson assumed that slaves—African men and women—had rights identical to those of the rest of the American people. Moreover, when he later referred in this passage to enslaved men and women using the generic word “men,” he clearly meant both genders, as he did in writing earlier that all “men” are created equal. He was referring to the equal possession of inherent rights, not equality of any other kind.


In his autobiography Jefferson complained that Congress struck the section on slavery “in complaisance to South Carolina and Georgia” and also in deference to some northern colonies involved in the slave trade.40 But Congress might have removed the passage in recognition of the contradiction inherent in slaveholding colonies clamoring for liberty for themselves while ignoring the plight of their bondspeople, not to mention the colonists’ role in slavery’s rise and continuance. This was the third rejection, by either a court or a deliberative body, of Jefferson’s language attacking the slave trade or slavery itself as a violation of the natural rights of man. Had the passage on slavery remained, it could have supported Jefferson’s later attempts to promote abolition and the colonization or resettlement of the freed people.41


Jefferson had also added a complaint about the British people, pointing out that the colonists had addressed them again and again by way of petitioning Parliament to repeal unfair and unjust legislation, but to no effect. While the drafting committee left most of Jefferson’s language intact, Congress almost completely eliminated this complaint, though it added several phrases that did strengthen one charge against the king: that he had sent “large Armies of foreign Mercenaries” to suppress the Americans.


John Adams, the colonies’ foremost constitutionalist, preferred Jefferson’s original draft and felt that Congress “obliterated some of the best of it.”42 Benjamin Franklin, commiserating with Jefferson over the agonies of seeing one’s writing heavily edited, related a humorous story about a hatter whose design for a sign to advertise his business underwent drastic changes, with all the text cut, leaving only an image of a hat. Franklin explained that he had “made it a rule, whenever in my power, to avoid becoming the draughtsman of papers to be reviewed by a public body.”43 Most scholars, however, agree that the congressional edits improved the Declaration of Independence.


In addressing the conclusion of Jefferson’s draft, Congress added new language, essentially reprinting the congressional resolution of July 2 declaring the colonies absolved of the former allegiance to Britain. The delegates—on the whole more explicitly religious than Jefferson was at this time—also added “appealing to the supreme judge of the world” to the first sentence of the last paragraph and “with a firm reliance on the protection of divine providence” to the final sentence, resulting in a total of four references to God in the document. The first, in Jefferson’s language, referred to “Nature’s God” and the second to the unalienable rights with which people were “endowed by their Creator.” The last insertion concerning divine providence was the only change to the soaring language at the end of Jefferson’s masterwork: “And for the support of this declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.”44


THUS THE DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE was neither entirely the work of one person, nor primarily a committee project, nor the result of congressional deliberation—it was the result of all these, with Jefferson playing an essential role; the document’s basic argumentative strategy and literary elegance show his hand. It represented a remarkable synthesis of the delegates’ and much of the public’s views. No delegate sought originality of thought. Rather, as Jefferson wrote more than a half century later, “the object” was “not to find out new principles, or new arguments… but to place before mankind the common sense of the subject.… it was intended to be an expression of the American mind, and to give to that expression the proper tone and spirit called for by the occasion. All its authority rests then on the harmonizing sentiments of the day.”45


Once adopted by Congress on July 4, the Declaration of Independence was quickly printed in Philadelphia and reprinted in newspapers throughout the colonies. It was read out loud in public spaces, General George Washington proclaimed it to the army, and it was soon published in England and France. But its fame was not immediate, and its importance was not instantly recognized. In the summer of 1776, the revolution that the declaration announced appeared unlikely to succeed against the military power of Britain. The afternoon following its adoption, Jefferson went to a store on Second Street to pay for a thermometer he must have selected and taken with him a day or so before. Several times on July 4, he recorded the temperature, noting the day’s high at 1:00 p.m.: seventy-six degrees.46
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