


[image: ]






PRAISE FOR DOMINION OF MEMORIES
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—Virginia Gazette


“Susan Dunn turns a focused gaze to the deterioration of the dominance of Virginia and explores it on a decidedly national scale. . . . For such an excoriating piece of writing, Dominion of Memories is satisfyingly levelheaded. Dunn does nothing less than lock horns with hypocrisies of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, reproachful of their inconsistencies as the fodder by which rich, white landowners turned Virginia into a slaveholding oligarchy.”
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Prologue


In the late autumn of 1824, Thomas Jefferson made his way slowly down the steps of his home, quickening his pace as he approached his friend, the Marquis de Lafayette. The two men had not seen each other for more than three decades. “Let me once more have the happiness of talking over with you,” Jefferson had expectantly written to Lafayette a few months earlier, “your first labors here, those I witnessed in your own country, its past & present afflictions and future hopes.”


On the steps of Monticello, the two old friends embraced and wept as American dignitaries and Lafayette’s official entourage of cavalry looked on. The “Nation’s Guest,” Lafayette had recently begun an official, ceremonial tour of all twenty-four states, enthralling all who saw him. He found the eighty-one-year-old Jefferson “much aged” but “marvelously well” and “in full possession of all the vigor of his mind and heart.” At sunset, just as they were finishing dessert, James Madison, now seventy-four years old, joined them. Madison later commented that Lafayette appeared in fine health and spirits but so much increased in bulk and changed in aspect that he hardly recognized him.


Jefferson seemed happiest discussing the new university he had founded only a few miles away and the banquet to be held there to celebrate the opening of the Rotunda, the majestic building housing the library. At that banquet, Lafayette sat between Madison and Jefferson; Madison charmed the guests with his affectionate toast to Lafayette. Afterward, they all toured the campus. Jefferson showed them the Rotunda and the classical pavilions he had designed and shared his hope of attracting eminent professors from Europe to the school. Before leaving the new University of Virginia, Lafayette’s son, George Washington Lafayette, was delighted to receive an unusual gift from a professor: a Virginia rattlesnake.


Lafayette lingered for ten more days at Jefferson’s gracious estate. As they strolled around the grounds, rode their horses side by side, and dined together, sipping Jefferson’s excellent French wines, they reminisced about the astonishing revolutions they had helped lead. “What a history have we to run over,” Jefferson said. They revived memories of the evenings they had spent together in Paris in 1789, when Jefferson was the American minister to France and Lafayette one of the early leaders of the French Revolution. Jefferson mentioned the American presidential election—among five candidates, all from the same party—taking place that autumn, but declined to express his feelings about the candidates.


The conversation took a sociological turn as Lafayette pondered the differences he already perceived between North and South. Having just visited the “delightfully situated” New Haven, the “beautiful village” of Cambridge in Massachusetts, and the bustling, dynamic city of New York, Lafayette and his secretary, Auguste Levasseur, could not but notice, “at every step,” the relative backwardness and poverty of Virginia. It had taken them six hours to travel the 25 miles from Richmond to Petersburg. Along the way, they saw isolated towns, sleepy villages, and signs of depleted soil. The cause seemed only too clear to them, as did the remedy. Only when Virginia comprehended “her true interests better” and abolished slavery, Levasseur believed, would it catch up to the Northeast.


Slavery: the inescapable subject to which Jefferson and Lafayette returned again and again. Lafayette “never missed an opportunity to defend the right which all men without exception have to liberty,” Levasseur commented, and Jefferson himself could not condone the indefinite perpetuation of slavery. One of Jefferson’s slaves, Israel Jefferson, overhearing Lafayette and his master discuss the condition of the “colored” people, later wrote that the conversation was “gratifying to me and I treasured it up in my heart.” Indeed, Jefferson found it difficult to grasp how an American patriot could “inflict on his fellow men a bondage, one hour of which is fraught with more misery than ages of that which he rose in rebellion to oppose.”


And yet, the Virginian had neither freed his slaves nor recognized the children he had fathered with one of them, Sally Hemings. Nor had he played an active public role in opposing slavery. He had penned the very words—about the “unalienable rights” of the individual to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness—that had become the foundation of American civic morality, but he did not extend those rights and that dignity to slaves. Indeed, to the extent that Jefferson gave serious thought to solutions to the wrenching problem of slavery, he was more concerned with rescuing white people from the moral degeneration of slaveholding than with securing freedom for blacks.


Lafayette did not hide his impatience. While politely praising Jefferson’s plan for the deportation of blacks to colonies in the Caribbean and on the African coast, he implored his friend to go further than wishful thinking, reminding him of “the importance and urgency” of emancipation. “I would like, before I die,” Lafayette had written Jefferson two years earlier, “to be assured that progressive and earnest measures have been adopted to attain in due time, so desirable, so necessary an object. Prudence as well as honor seems to me to require it.”


In August 1825, Lafayette returned to bid a final farewell to Jefferson, Madison, and James Monroe. This time, Jefferson was too weak to attend another banquet at the university. “These partings and many others are very painful,” Lafayette wrote in his memoirs, sensing that it was the sunset of his friend’s life.


It was also the sunset of the Virginia Dynasty. Four of the first five American presidents had been Virginians; but after Monroe, only one other Virginian—John Tyler—would occupy the presidency. Tyler would ascend to the presidency in 1841; when he died two decades later, it was as a member of the Confederate Provisional Congress and as a citizen of the Confederate States of America.


Virginia’s eclipse was visible on the United States Supreme Court, too. Four Virginians, led by the great Chief Justice John Marshall, served on the high court during the first decades of the young republic. But between 1841 and 1971, when Lewis Powell was appointed, only one Virginian would occupy a seat on the Court: Peter Daniel, who voted with the majority in the Dred Scott case that helped precipitate the Civil War.


By that time, the days when intrepid, daring Virginians had led thirteen backwater colonies in a war against the mightiest power on the planet had become a distant memory, and their fiery patriotism a dying ember.


The delegates streaming into Philadelphia in September 1774 for the First Continental Congress were eager to meet the gentlemen from Virginia. They were “the most spirited” of all the delegates, John Adams noted in his diary. “We all look up to Virginia for examples.” Next to the Virginians, said one Pennsylvanian, in a comment Adams might not have appreciated, “the Bostonians are mere Milksops.” In truth, it was the delegates from Massachusetts who formed the avant-garde of the revolutionary movement. But recognizing that the participation of Virginia, the most populous colony, was indispensable, they showed appropriate and sincere deference to the leaders from the Old Dominion. “I look back with rapture to those golden days,” wrote John Adams to Jefferson a year before they both died, “when Virginia and Massachusetts lived and acted together like a band of brothers.”


Indeed, the Virginians did not disappoint. Passionately demanding independence, penning unforgettable words, demonstrating their courage, they helped make the revolutionary movement a national one. At the Constitutional Convention in 1787, their ideas would dominate the agenda. No other state played as prominent a role in shaping the young republic. No other state produced such a galaxy of brilliant, forward-looking, transforming leaders: not just George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, James Monroe, and John Marshall, but also George Mason, who framed the Virginia Bill of Rights; Patrick Henry, who issued the call in 1774 for a continental congress; George Wythe, jurist, teacher, and signer of the Declaration of Independence; Peyton Randolph, president of the First Continental Congress; Edmund Pendleton, president of the state convention of 1776 that drew up a constitution for the Old Dominion as well as president of the Virginia Ratifying Convention of 1788; Edmund Randolph, governor of Virginia, delegate to the Philadelphia Convention, and Washington’s attorney general. The Virginians, wrote Henry Adams, were “equal to any standard of excellence known to history.” They created a nation.


The other states, surpassed by Virginia in wealth and influence as well as size and population (a fifth of the people in the colonies lived there), almost took it for granted that Virginia would be their leader. During thirty-two of the first thirty-six years of constitutional government, the Old Dominion had a monopoly on the executive branch of government. Of course, in the presidential election of 1796, Virginians George Washington and especially John Marshall had opposed Thomas Jefferson, disagreeing with his philosophy of limited government and his agrarian vision for the nation’s future. Instead they supported their fellow Federalist John Adams. But after Adams’s one term in office and Jefferson’s ascension to the presidency in 1800, Virginians returned to the executive mansion. By 1816, some people wondered if Virginians would forever occupy the presidency. Was Virginia unstoppable?


Virginians seemed to have hatched, as one disquieted politician asserted, “a systematic design of perpetually governing the country.” Indeed, many Americans were convinced that it was the unstated policy of the Virginia presidents to block the political rise of any potential rival who might threaten their dynasty. Conspiracy theories circulated from North Carolina to New York. Some suspected that Jefferson chose New York governor George Clinton, already advanced in age, as his vice president in 1804 so that Secretary of State James Madison would be his unchallenged successor in 1808. And when President Madison appointed the talented young John Quincy Adams to serve as minister to Russia in 1809, shipping him off to the other side of the world, people surmised that it was a maneuver to assure the continued dominance of the Virginians. Wouldn’t Americans balk at electing James Monroe, Lord Liverpool asked John Quincy Adams at a London dinner party in 1816, “on account of his being a Virginian?”


By then, people in the North and South, Republicans no less than Federalists, were demanding a change. Anti-Virginia Republicans, including Albert Gallatin, treasury secretary to both Jefferson and Madison, rallied around other candidates in 1816—New York Governor Daniel Tompkins and Secretary of War William Crawford of Georgia. Some politicians even called for a constitutional amendment to “wrest the sovereignty of the union out of the hands” of the Old Dominion and prevent any one state from dominating the presidency. But neither caucuses, nor political maneuvers, nor backroom machinations could block Monroe’s nomination and election in 1816 and again in 1820. “That nothing less than a Virginian will satisfy Virginia is to me perfectly demonstrated,” wrote John Quincy Adams in his diary in 1818.


Still, the real danger, according to Supreme Court Justice Joseph Story of Massachusetts, lay not in Monroe’s election, or even in Virginia’s hold on the presidency, but rather in the contagion of its doctrine of states’ rights. Virginians, including Thomas Jefferson, had recently denounced several Supreme Court decisions, claiming that the federal judiciary had no constitutional authority to overturn state statutes or the judgments of state courts. Their insistence on the sovereignty of their state, on states’ rights, and on strict limits on the powers of the federal government terrified Justice Story. “As a republican & a lover of the Union,” Story wrote in 1821 to John Marshall, who shared his nationalist views, “I look with alarm upon [Virginia’s] opinions & conduct. I would rather allow her the exclusive possession of the Executive power for a half century than witness the prevalence in other States of any of her new constitutional dogmas. If they prevail, in my judgment there is a practical end of the Union.”


George Washington would surely have agreed with Story and Marshall. More than half a century earlier, Washington had already criticized the provincialism of his fellow Virginians. “Our Views [are] too confined,” he had written in 1770. The first president always encouraged Americans to adopt a national perspective, to see that “our interest, however diversified in local & smaller matters, is the same in all the great & essential concerns of the Nation.” Especially in the late 1780s and 1790s, he was disappointed to find among Virginians “the most malignant (and if one may be allowed the expression, the most unwarrantable) disposition toward the new government.” His own people, Washington lamented, identified only with their own state; cool to his great vision of a unified nation and an energetic, dynamic government, they refused to follow his lead.


Joseph Story did not exaggerate the dangers of Virginia’s doubts about the national government and its retreat into the domain of states’ rights. In fact, James Madison himself would later forcefully and unequivocally condemn the growing states’ rights movement. Though he had toyed with states’ rights in 1798, toward the end of his life Madison came to view Virginia’s determination to defend its sovereignty against the national government not only as a real threat to the Union but, just as important, also as a convenient pretext for refusing to face and address the state’s escalating economic and moral woes. Madison had named Story to the U.S. Supreme Court in 1811 even though Jefferson had warned him against the appointment, branding Story a “tory.” Now, echoing Justice Story, Madison predicted that the states’ rights doctrine would ultimately poison and divide the nation. What he did not predict was that violence would become the only mediator between North and South.


But as for northerners’ apprehension about Virginia’s hold on the presidency, the growing anti-Virginia contingents need not have worried. After Monroe, the Virginia Dynasty—as well as the state itself—would reach an abrupt dead-end.


Virginia had been one of the few states to prosper during the early 1780s under the Articles of Confederation. But forty years later, signs of that prosperity had disappeared. Crops had failed, and Virginia planters could not pay their debts, for there were no buyers to purchase their depleted land.


“The times are hard indeed,” wrote James Madison to a young friend in 1820. The former president had been excited to return home to Montpelier in 1817, relieved to give up the cares and responsibilities of public life. James Paulding, who accompanied him part way home on a steamboat on the Potomac, later wrote that “during the voyage he was as playful as a child; talked and joked with everybody on board, and reminded me of a schoolboy on a long vacation.” Jefferson, too, congratulated Madison on his return to his books and farm, to tranquility and independence. “A day of these,” Jefferson said, was “worth ages” of public life.


But Madison found little tranquility back at Montpelier, his vast 5,000-acre estate. By 1826, he had suffered a succession of crop failures and was falling deeply into debt. A turnpike company he had invested in went bankrupt. He desperately needed the enjoyment and relaxation he found in discussing philosophy and in recounting anecdotes about children’s sayings and doings. Still, another friend remarked that during his retirement, Madison looked “as if he never had been young, so thoughtful was his brow.”


In 1827, Virginia Congressman James Mercer Garnett lamented the dramatic decline of his state. “Virginia—poor Virginia furnishes a spectacle at present, which is enough to make the heart of her real friends sick to the very core.” With the state’s agriculture nearly gone to ruin, the situation could not have been more destructive, he grieved, “if destruction had been its sole objective.”


Over the next decades, the desolation of much of the Virginia countryside would sadden visitors to the Old Dominion. Even the grand homes of Washington and Jefferson would fall into disrepair. At Monticello, all was “dilapidation and ruin,” wrote the visiting William Barry, the nation’s postmaster general, in 1832. Newspaper editor Horace Greeley reported in 1856 that all of Mount Vernon had “an aspect of forlorn neediness which no description can adequately paint.” Had Mount Vernon been situated in Massachusetts, wrote a shocked reporter from Boston, “how the spot would be treasured in our hearts, and beautified by our hands!”


Dispiriting scenes of poverty and cruelty disheartened William Seward, the soon-to-be governor of New York, and his wife when they visited Virginia with their young son in 1835. Frances Seward described ten naked little boys being led to a slave auction, “tied together, two and two, by their wrists, all fastened to a long rope, and followed by a tall, gaunt white man, who, with his long lash, whipped up the sad and weary little procession.” Sick of slavery and the South, the Sewards cut short their tour and returned home.


A decade later, Frederick Law Olmsted, the writer, landscape architect, and sociologist of the South, left his farm in New York State to visit eastern Virginia. He described the poverty and dejection he observed. “The mass of the citizen class of Virginia earn very little and are very poor,” he wrote, “immeasurably poorer than the mass of the people of the adjoining Free States.” Peering into houses and inspecting farms, Olmsted found that everything was “slovenly and dirty,” with swine, dogs, and black and white children “lying very promiscuously together on the ground about the doors.” There were few signs of industry—one tannery and two or three sawmills in one 75-mile stretch; never had he seen so little evidence of an active and prosperous people.


As he traveled from the Alleghenies to the banks of the James River, Olmsted almost never saw a volume of Shakespeare, a piano, a sheet of music, a reading lamp, an engraving, or a copy of a work of art. “I am not speaking of what are commonly called ‘poor whites,’” he explained. “A large majority of all these houses were the residences of slaveholders.”


Methodically, Olmsted set about compiling and comparing statistics about life in the North and South. Whereas there was a post office to every 14 square miles in New York, in Virginia there was only one to 47 square miles; he counted more than 500 publishers and booksellers in New York, but only 40 in Virginia; 800,000 volumes in public libraries in New York, but 30,000 in Virginia. Land in Virginia, he noted, produced less than one-eighth as much per acre as in the Northeast.


The Old Dominion had fallen from the first to the fifth most populous state, as a steady stream of Virginians—whites searching for better lives, slaves accompanying their masters or sold out of state—abandoned the state. During the 1830s, while the nation’s population increased by 33 percent, Virginia’s population increased a meager 2 percent.


Voting statistics revealed a population of slumbering citizens, demoralized and passive. In the election of 1800, when native son Thomas Jefferson challenged Federalist John Adams, only 25 percent of eligible voters in Virginia cast ballots. In 1804, when Jefferson ran for reelection, 11 percent voted. By 1820, when Monroe ran for reelection, only the smallest fraction—a mere 3 percent—of eligible voters bothered to go to the polls.


Nor did Virginia keep up with other states in the field of education. Illiteracy among whites was four times higher in the Old Dominion than in New England and the mid-Atlantic states. Wealthy Virginians, historically averse to taxation, refused to support public schools.


Economic indicators were also ominous. The value of farm land in Virginia was less than one-third of what it was in adjoining Pennsylvania. In areas of Virginia where there were few slaves, with a white-to-black ratio of 15 to 1, the value of land was over $7 an acre, but where the white-to-black ratio was only 2.2 to 1, the value was $4.50 an acre.


Trade, too, was in decline. In 1800, while the exports of a relatively small state like Massachusetts were valued at $11 million, Virginia’s were worth $4.5 million. By 1853, Massachusetts’ exports totaled $16 million, and Virginia’s had sunk to $3 million—less than half that of Maryland, one of the smallest exporters in the nation. Meanwhile, in the 1850s, the cotton exports of the Deep South accounted for almost half of the nation’s foreign shipments, creating “flush times” in Alabama and Mississippi.


“We slight the warnings of dull statistics and drive lazily along the field of ancient customs,” commented one Virginian in 1852, adding that other states “glide past us on the road to wealth and empire.” Bewildered Virginians could see their power ebbing, their influence almost extinct, their cherished way of life vanishing. “Nothing can be more melancholy,” congressman John Randolph of Roanoke wailed, “than the aspect of the whole country in Tidewater—dismantled country seats, ruinous churches, fields forsaken.”


Even Virginia’s aristocracy seemed to be deteriorating morally as well as economically. John Randolph’s own brother Richard, deeply in debt, obliged to sell the family plantation, was accused of murdering the infant child he was said to have fathered with his sister-in-law. Though John Marshall successfully defended him, Richard Randolph died prematurely in 1796, unable to preserve and pass on his family’s traditional, privileged way of life. Another illustrious family would meet a more violent end when, a few years later, the famous jurist George Wythe, with whom Thomas Jefferson had studied law, was murdered by a depraved grand-nephew who was impatient for his inheritance.


Dejected novelists of the 1820s and 1830s, like John Pendleton Kennedy, John Randolph’s half-brother Nathaniel Beverley Tucker, George Tucker, and James Kirke Paulding, described the dilapidated estates of incompetent plantation owners and portrayed the offspring of “ancient cavaliers” anxious to leave the Old Dominion and begin their lives anew in the West.


“Whither has the Genius of Virginia fled?” cried United States Senator Benjamin Watkins Leigh. “Virginia has declined, and is declining—she was once the first State in the Union—now she has sunk to be the third, and will soon sink lower in the scale.” Virginia’s House of Delegates no longer bore any resemblance to the House in which Jefferson, Pendleton, Henry, Wythe, and others were members, wrote Virginian William Wirt, the attorney general under James Monroe and John Quincy Adams. “I am a disappointed man,” Wirt sighed.


“Where are our men of abilities? Why do they not come forth to save their Country?” George Washington had impatiently demanded in 1779. In the nineteenth century, Virginians of ability would indeed come forth, wielding considerable power and influence in Virginia as well as in Washington—men like John Randolph, Spencer Roane, Philip Barbour, James Barbour, William Branch Giles, John Tyler, John Floyd, and others. And yet, although they admired and were influenced by the great men of Washington’s generation, they shared virtually none of their boldness, their creativity, or their optimism. They possessed neither Washington’s inclusive continental vision, nor Jefferson’s passion for democracy and equality, nor Madison’s nationalism, nor John Marshall’s faith in the Constitution.


In truth, despite their disappointment, frustration, and lamentations, the members of Virginia’s social and political elite would not have wished for the return of those founders, the transformational, adventurous, forward-looking revolutionary leaders who had so courageously and imaginatively embraced change. On the contrary, Virginia’s leaders in the nineteenth century prized social and political stability, having grown disenchanted with a revolutionary experiment that had given them far more than they had bargained for. They prized independence and liberty but took a dim view of democracy, a vociferous, insubordinate people who might challenge their authority, and an intrusive national government. Bereft of an inspiring, compelling vision of the future, they were comfortable with the status quo.


In 1810, the young Henry St. George Tucker remarked that the greatness of the American patriots “was their aversion to change.” His strange reinterpretation of the American revolutionary past would have baffled both Jefferson, who had the bracing perception that the “earth belongs to the living,” and Madison, who extolled the Framers for charting a path with “no parallel in the annals of human society.” But unlike the men of the founding generation, the eminent Virginians who inherited the Revolution looked backwards, clinging to the aristocratic idyll of a leisurely, gracious life of family, hospitality, books, and slaves on lovely Tidewater plantations, loyal to the agrarian myth of yeoman farmers leading independent, virtuous lives on the sacred soil. This generation of nostalgic Virginia leaders located the future in the past—and in the South. They rejected the northern faith in economic growth and industrialization as the guarantors of happiness. In the industrializing trend sweeping the North, they perceived not the potential for development and prosperity, but only the deadening prospect of dehumanization and anomie. And if those material, commercial values of the North were coloring—even defining—the very idea of America, as the visiting Alexis de Tocqueville perceived in the 1830s, then Virginians would have no choice but to proclaim and defend their collective difference and unique identity.


Even if Virginia’s arts, literature, manufactures, commerce, and agriculture were all in a state of decline, Benjamin Watkins Leigh said defiantly, “is Virginia inferior to any of her sister States in social peace and happiness, in intelligence, in the virtues of private life, in political purity, in national character? No, sir—I say, proudly and confidently, no. I shall not vaunt of her superiority—but I acknowledge no inferiority.”


Withdrawing into the murky shadows of domesticity, frustration, and nostalgia, failing to grasp that happiness, like life itself, cannot survive without energy, these Virginians looked inward instead of outward. And, in doing so, they shortsightedly and tragically shut the doors to improvement and to the future.


“My dearest grandfather,” Ellen Randolph Coolidge wrote in 1825 to Thomas Jefferson, upon arriving in Boston with her new husband, “it is certainly a pleasing sight, this flourishing state of things: the country is covered with a multitude of beautiful villages; the fields are cultivated and forced into fertility; the roads kept in the most exact order; the inns numerous, affording good accommodations; and travelling facilitated by the ease with which post carriages and horses are always to be obtained.” Wishing to show his bride the beauty and prosperity of the New England states, Joseph Coolidge had decided not to take the direct route from New York to Boston but instead to journey up the Hudson to Albany, and then to lakes George and Champlain, north to Burlington, Vermont, and then on to the towns of the Connecticut Valley before finally reaching Boston.


Ellen happily described for her grandfather the densely populated villages, with their “air of neatness and comfort that is delightful”; the churches, with their tall white spires; the many schoolhouses; and the groups of “little urchins returning from school with their books in their hands,” who courteously greeted travelers. Citizens of each town and city paid taxes to maintain their schools, she reported, adding that “there is no tax paid with less reluctance.” Children of both the rich and poor attended these schools and were educated gratis.


She and her husband also visited one of the huge textile factories that had recently begun to spring up in New England. “Although it was a flourishing establishment, and excited my astonishment by its powers of machinery and the immense saving of time and labor,” she wrote, “I could not get reconciled to it.” She hated the hot and crowded factory rooms, which smelled from sour and greasy chemicals; her head ached from the constant whirl and deafening roar of machinery. Instinctively she preferred “the pure air of heaven and the liberty of the fields in summer” to the domain of the rich manufacturer, and she thought that the farmers she had glimpsed looked more cheerful and healthy than the men and women employed in the factories.


It had been a fatiguing voyage, but Ellen did not regret having taken it: “It has given me an idea of prosperity and improvement, such as I fear our Southern States cannot hope for, while the canker of slavery eats into their hearts, and diseases the whole body by this ulcer at the core.”


Replying to his granddaughter, Jefferson acknowledged that slavery was indeed destroying the South. “One fatal stain,” he wrote, “deforms what nature had bestowed on us of her fairest gifts.” Still, he did not dwell on the subject, or on his granddaughter’s penetrating observations about New England. He was content instead to resurrect memories of his own trip through New England thirty-four years earlier. Ellen’s itinerary, he wrote, was “almost exactly that which Mr. Madison and myself pursued in May and June 1791,” when the two friends had traveled up the Hudson to Lake Champlain.


While the problems of Virginia had become too complex even for Jefferson to ponder and address, his astute young granddaughter had pointed to virtually all the ingredients for a vital and prosperous society: fertile soil and farmers who are knowledgeable about agriculture; citizens who are willing to pay taxes to support good roads and free public schools; numerous densely populated areas; churches; factories; a diversified labor force—and the ideals of freedom and equality.


The reluctance of Virginians in the early nineteenth century to dismantle slavery and launch practical plans to improve their state and enrich the lives of ordinary Virginians would condemn the Old Dominion to irrelevance and poverty. But loath to give up memories of slow-moving, honey-colored days and the long shadows of soft Tidewater evenings, the members of the Old Dominion’s small ruling class believed they were right to take a principled, courageous, and rational stand in defense of a way of life—and a civilization—that they cherished. And might they have been right in their skepticism about laissez-faire capitalism, materialism, urbanization, commercialization, and even about the inflated promise of progress itself? That skepticism would linger for a century. “It all comes down to the most practical of all points—what is the end of living?” wrote one southerner, Stark Young, in 1930. It may be that success, competition, speed, and progress are the goals of life, he remarked. And yet his southern instincts told him that the true meaning of life could be found in “more fleeting and eternal things . . . more grace, sweetness and time.”


Were the early nineteenth-century Virginians who desired those “fleeting and eternal things” hardy optimists who believed it possible to retrieve an idyllic past? Or were they moody dreamers determined to wage an impossible battle—a battle against time itself? “I linger still in the haunted domain of my memory,” wrote Virginia novelist John Esten Cooke before the Civil War, “a company of ghosts which I gaze at, fading away into mist. A glimmer—a murmur—they are gone!”




1
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The Cult of the Soil


“Let me then describe to you,” wrote the visiting Marquis de Chastellux after meeting Jefferson at Monticello in 1782, “a man, not yet forty, tall, and with a mild and pleasing countenance, but whose mind and attainments could serve in lieu of all outward graces; an American, who, without ever having quitted his own country, is Musician, Draftsman, Surveyor, Astronomer, Natural Philosopher, Jurist, and Statesman.”


At first, Chastellux, a major general in the French army, found Jefferson’s manner grave—even cold. But after two hours of conversation, he felt as if they had spent their whole lives together. The two new friends took long walks in the afternoon and conversed late into the night, sharing their feelings about poetry, discussing natural philosophy and the arts, debating politics. “No object has escaped Mr. Jefferson,” Chastellux marveled. “It seems indeed as though, ever since his youth, he had placed his mind, like his house, on a lofty height, whence he might contemplate the whole universe.” Chastellux’s four days at Monticello sped by “like four minutes.”


Other visitors to Monticello also commented on Jefferson’s exquisite hospitality, his easy and natural manners and casual attire, his wide-ranging interests and love of conversation, his daily horseback rides, the long hours he spent alone in his study.


At Monticello, Jefferson produced, directed, and starred in the life he most wanted to lead, surrounded by his daughters, their husbands and children, and his slaves. He reveled in his own private utopia. “There is no quarter of the globe so desireable as America,” Jefferson wrote in 1795, “no state in America so desireable as Virginia, no county in Virginia equal to Albemarle, and no spot in Albemarle to compare to Monticello.” He had it all.


His sophisticated refuge was Virginia at its best. At Monticello, he had brought to life his own trinity of supreme values: life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. By life, Jefferson had meant security and order, without which nothing else is possible. He had made Monticello a secure and sheltered realm, insulating it from strife and bitterness. It was the one place, he wrote, “where all is love and peace.” The key to its serenity? Good humor and courtly manners. They were, Jefferson believed, the “preservatives of our peace & tranquillity.” He prided himself on having mastered the art of “giving a pleasing and flattering turn to our expressions,” and he was convinced that his happiness depended on earning the goodwill of others. Prizing above all harmony and conciliation in his private life, Jefferson advised his friends to “take things always by their smooth handle,” and he cautioned his grandson to “never enter into dispute or argument with another.”


As for liberty, Jefferson had worked to ensure that the kind of freedom most precious to him—freedom of conscience—would flourish in Virginia. His 1777 draft of Virginia’s Statute for Religious Freedom had engaged him in the “severest of . . . intellectual labors,” James Madison later recalled. In Jefferson’s Virginia, reason would be left free, and neither the government nor the church would attempt to dominate or inhibit the human mind. Secure and free on his mountaintop, Jefferson could pursue and practice his personal happiness.


This art of pursuing happiness, he once wrote, lay in “the art of avoiding pain.” Though sometimes tempted by life’s more intense and dangerous pleasures, Jefferson concluded that the most effective way to protect oneself against pain “is to retire within ourselves, & to suffice for our own happiness.” A life of books, reflection, and ideas would never disappoint. Intellectual pleasures, he wrote, are “ever in our power, always leading us to something new, never cloying.” Such an existence would permit him to “ride serene & sublime above the concerns of this mortal world.” While a perfect host to the endless stream of guests at Monticello, Jefferson valued, above all, his family and his books and was content to devote himself to the people and to the intellectual pursuits he most cherished.


Jefferson’s carefully arranged plantation offered its inhabitants not only life, liberty, and the practice of happiness, but also equality—or at least its illusion. Although magnificent plantation houses like Monticello symbolized the social domination and political power of the planter class, sophisticated, aristocratic, patriarchal, slaveowning Virginians like Jefferson could nevertheless convince themselves that they were living in an egalitarian democracy.


In their eyes, all whites were equal—that is, equal because they were free and not slaves. Since most Virginians were engaged in the cultivation of the soil, they shared the same rhythms of life—planting, harvesting—and the same concerns about the weather. As for the slaves in Jefferson’s home, many of his ingenious inventions—self-opening doors, dumbwaiters and pivoting windows to deliver food—deftly camouflaged them. One could imagine Monticello inhabited by self-reliant whites.


Still, Jefferson would dutifully descend from his paradise and embark on long sojourns in Williamsburg, Philadelphia, Richmond, Paris, New York, and Washington, playing leading roles in the political life of colonial Virginia, revolutionary America, and finally, the United States. Like other men of his social class in the 1770s, 1780s, and 1790s, he accepted the privileges and responsibilities of his social rank, taking it for granted that he would play a key role in public life. His goal, however, never changed: It was always to fulfill his political mission and then return, as quickly as possible, to his Eden—permanently, he claimed to hope. “My first wish is a restoration of our just rights,” he wrote to a friend in 1775, when he served as a delegate to the Continental Congress. “My second,” he continued, “a return to the happy period, when, consistently with duty, I may withdraw myself totally from the public stage, and pass the rest of my days in domestic ease and tranquility, banishing every desire of ever hearing what passes in the world.” In 1781, at the end of his governorship of Virginia, he sounded a similar note: “I have taken my final leave of everything of that nature, have retired to my farm, my family and books from which I think nothing will ever more separate me.”


In reality, Jefferson craved public life and was rarely satisfied in a world without politics and newspapers. He needed more than books and trees: Until the end of his presidency in 1809, he always sought an extroverted public life—not for the esteem or the glory, but for the stimulation, the impact, the power. And despite his professed desire for the “love and peace” of Monticello, he thrived on the conflict of the political arena. In 1782, a year after he had taken “final leave” of politics, his wife died. He could hardly wait to escape from Monticello and from unbearably sad memories, from a “stupor of mind” that had rendered him, he wrote, “dead to the world.” When Congress offered him the appointment of minister to France, he jumped at the chance to flee. “My only object now,” he wrote, “is to hasten over those obstacles which would retard my departure.”


Nor was he entirely eager to return to Monticello in 1793, after resigning from Washington’s cabinet. He claimed to long for a quiet life of farming and reflection, but he was really more concerned about his deteriorating finances. Soil depletion, plummeting land values, and his increasing debts weighed on him. “The ravages of overseers,” he wrote, had “brought upon [the land] a degree of degradation far beyond what I had expected.”


The years he spent at home between 1793 and 1797 would take their toll on Jefferson. In 1802, he would look back at the psychological cost of his isolation from public life. It had rendered him “unfit for society” and had given him a “misanthropic state of mind.” “Happiness,” he counseled his daughter, “requires that we should continue to mix with the world . . . and every person who retires from free communication with it is severely punished afterwards by the state of mind into which they get.” When James Monroe hinted at his own early retirement from politics, Jefferson suspected that the pastoral life would not satisfy his friend. “I do expect that your farm will not sufficiently employ your time to shield you from ennui,” he wrote in 1798. “Your mind is active, & would suffer if unemployed.”


And yet, despite Jefferson’s deep desire to participate in the political life of the nation, he created for himself the myth that he had selflessly sacrificed what was most precious to him—his secluded life at Monticello—for his community and his nation. “Domestic life and literary pursuits, were my first and my latest inclinations,” he would confide to his friend Margaret Bayard Smith in 1809. “The circumstances of our country at my entrance into life, were such that every honest man felt himself compelled to take a part, and to act up to the best of his abilities.”
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The myth of a return from the strife and sacrifices of public life to happiness and fulfillment at home exerted a magnetic pull on many Virginians. At the height of the struggle for independence, in 1776, George Mason, one of Virginia’s premier revolutionary statesmen, prayed for “a return of those halcyon Days when every Man may sit down at his Ease under the Shade of his own Vine, & his own fig-tree, & enjoy the Sweets of home.” And in 1784, George Washington, after leading his country to independence, wrote contentedly that “I am become a private citizen on the banks of the Potomac . . . not only retired from all public employments, but I am retiring within myself.”


In part, the fixation on a return to vines and fig trees was a yearning for an unchanging, unthreatening world, a childlike, wistful dream of untroubled security in the bosom of one’s family. Jefferson’s granddaughter, Ellen Randolph Coolidge, who had married and moved to Boston, would always yearn for the safety of her lost Virginia childhood. “When I dream,” she wrote many years after her grandfather’s death, “it is mostly of long past time. Night after night I have been surrounded by the friends of childhood and early youth—my grandfather, mother, brothers, sisters, those whom I dearly loved and who dearly loved me, and who I hope in god’s own time to rejoin.”


But nostalgia for one’s Virginia home meant more than emotional security. Above all, Virginia meant a life on the soil. “Those who labour in the earth are the chosen people of God,” Jefferson had memorably written in his Notes on the State of Virginia. The only truly virtuous, free, ethical, and republican way of life, he believed, was that of independent, self-sufficient, literate, self-governing farmers. Living and laboring on the land, they could enjoy great personal autonomy as well as a socially stable community. There could be no “corruption of morals,” Jefferson asserted, “among people who work their own soil.” The proportion of yeomen to all other classes of citizens in any state, Jefferson held, is the proportion of its “healthy parts” to its “unsound” ones. Although Virginia was politically dominated by large plantation owners and slaveholders, a new cult hero—the small farmer—was born. In the 1770s and 1780s, Jefferson would do everything in his power to make the myth a reality.


Because morality, self-sufficiency, attachment to the community, good citizenship, and the right to vote all derived from ownership of the soil, Jefferson would strive to make land more accessible to average Americans. In the constitution that he drafted for Virginia in 1776, he had included a provision that gave to every adult white male 50 acres of land. That same year, he introduced a bill in the Virginia House of Delegates abolishing entails, a feudal relic that imposed a specified succession of heirs and served to maintain the undiluted wealth of patrician families. Ten years later, as a result of the movement Jefferson had helped initiate, primogeniture, the right of the eldest child to inherit the entire estate of his parents, was also abolished in Virginia.


A “political metamorphosis” had taken place, Jefferson rejoiced, very prematurely, pitying the “half dozen aristocratical gentlemen agonizing under the loss of preeminence.” In truth, his efforts did not destroy the economic or political power of the Virginia Tidewater planters and patricians; nor did they prevent speculators and large land companies from making off with immense tracts of land. One economist estimated that the top 10 percent of Virginia property owners held about 70 percent of the value of the state’s real estate in the late 1790s. And yet, Jefferson’s suggested reforms did help create more property owners, and hence more citizens with the right to vote. Later, as president, Jefferson promoted his agrarian vision for the entire nation, especially through the Louisiana Purchase, which added vast and unsettled lands to the nation’s territory. Fearing that the old northeastern states would eventually become “degenerate,” corrupted by commerce and industry, he expected the new territories to provide almost endless opportunities for healthy, independent lives on the land; he saw the West as a potential nursery for republican virtue.


Land was a badge of independence and citizenship, but it offered something else, too: the promise of permanence. Only land could assure rootedness, stability, security—the antithesis of the flux, corruption, materialism, and anomie of cities. “I cherish a narrow attachment for the spot of earth where I was born,” said Senator Benjamin Watkins Leigh, who lived in the Tidewater, “and where sleep in peace the ashes of my parents, and of all the dead whom I have loved and honoured in my youth.” So precious and prestigious was life on the land that some Virginians incorporated proprietary titles into their names, calling themselves, for example, John Randolph of Roanoke or John Taylor of Caroline.


The only real property was land. The superiority of real estate over other forms of estate, especially the transportable, ephemeral paper wealth of predatory northern capitalists, seemed obvious to Virginians, who anchored their lives, their traditions, and their fortunes in the soil. “Never part with your land,” John Randolph’s mother taught her son. “Keep your land and your land will keep you.” Mere money “will melt like Snow before a hot Sun,” wrote Washington in 1778, but “lands are permanent.” Jefferson shared Washington’s desire for the security of landed wealth. “We are now taught to believe that legerdemain tricks upon paper,” he wrote, “can produce as solid wealth as hard labor in the earth.”


Virginians had fashioned their own faith. On the Great Seal adopted by the Virginia commonwealth in 1776, there appeared four goddesses: On one side of the seal stood Virtus, trampling upon Tyranny; on the reverse side appeared the goddess Libertas flanked by Ceres, the goddess of agriculture, and Aeternitas, the goddess of permanence. There was no goddess of commerce or industry.


Despite the mantra of the land’s permanence, the value of land in Virginia was anything but permanent. It was steadily falling. The price of land in Pennsylvania, a dismayed Washington commented in 1796, had increased “beyond all calculation,” even though it was not superior in quality to land in Virginia. Washington looked for explanations and discovered that in Pennsylvania, the availability of smaller, more accessible parcels of land, as well as the demand for land created by floods of immigrants, served to increase the value of property.


But Washington was willing to probe even deeper for the truth: He perceived that whereas many talented and energetic Virginians were leaving the state, fleeing the moral stain of bondage and injustice, anxious to live in places where white men’s work was prized and rewarded, Pennsylvania had wisely enacted laws in 1780 for the gradual abolition of slavery. And indeed, by 1804, all states north of Pennsylvania would take steps toward abolishing slavery. Unprofitable as well as morally corrosive, slavery, Washington perceived, was eating away at Virginians’ wealth as well as their work ethic, ravaging their economic future. He understood that Virginia would not prosper economically unless it abandoned slavery.


More than thirty years later, the problem had grown even worse. Poor crops, a glut of land put on the market by desperate debtors, and the attraction of cheap, fertile land in the West all conspired to bring land values in Virginia even further down. Impoverished landowners, James Madison wrote in 1828, “have no resource but in the sale of property which none are able to purchase.” In a bewildering reversal, paper had become more valuable than land. Only “paper property,” Madison sadly remarked, “can find a tolerable and certain market.”


Not only was the value of land unstable, its very ownership was temporarily in jeopardy. In 1792, Congress considered new federal bankruptcy laws that would give creditors the right to seize and sell land. The consequences for Virginia seemed dire, for freehold land in the Old Dominion had traditionally been beyond the reach of creditors. Fiercely objecting to the proposed bill, Jefferson wrote to his son-in-law, Thomas Mann Randolph, that it could “render almost all the landholders of this state liable to be declared bankrupts.” Wasn’t the nation almost completely agricultural? he asked. “Should not all laws be made with a view essentially to the poor husbandman?” Always in debt, in 1795 Jefferson himself feared that his own land would be seized for nonpayment of taxes.


When the House finally passed the bill in 1800, by a vote of 49 to 48, virtually all the southerners voted against it. “Many planters had been swindled out of their property by this ruinous law,” John Randolph grieved, railing against the new economic culture of “paper”—mortgages, bonds, and bank notes. After only three years, the bankruptcy bill was repealed, defeated in part by men of landed wealth and financial debts like Jefferson and Randolph. Virginians would keep a national bankruptcy act at bay for another thirty-eight years.


But, above all, undermining the worth of the land was the soil itself.


One visitor from France in 1795, the Duke de la Rochefoucauld-Liancourt, was shocked by the farming methods he witnessed in Virginia. For six or seven years, he remarked, farmers would continuously plant wheat until the soil produced no more. Then that land would be abandoned, and another field would be cleared, planted, exhausted, and abandoned in its turn. By 1800, Albemarle County had become a “scene of desolation that baffles description,” one Virginian wrote. Farms were “worn out, washed and gullied, so that scarcely an acre could be found in a place fit for cultivation.” Unsightly woods of a stunted growth covered the exhausted land.


So deficient was Virginians’ understanding of the cultivation of crops that, as George Washington complained, no real system of agriculture could be said to exist in the Old Dominion. “There is perhaps scarcely any part of America where farming has been less attended to than in this state,” he wrote to the eminent English agriculturist Arthur Young. He was quite right in his diagnosis of the problem: Farmers raised their crops until they exhausted and ruined the soil, then abandoned it, turning to another plot until they ruined that too.


It was not surprising that wealthy, educated Virginians—like Jefferson, Madison, John Taylor of Caroline, and agronomist Edmund Ruffin—immersed themselves in agricultural research. They correctly understood that, first and foremost, Virginia had to shift away from a reliance on single-crop farming—the cultivation of tobacco. Tobacco had traditionally been Virginians’ all-important cash crop, almost a substitute for currency. They shipped tobacco to England in exchange for luxury manufactured goods. But by the 1790s, most realized that tobacco was the principal culprit and cause of the depletion of the soil and that it required more manure and fertilizer than they could produce. Planters like Washington and Jefferson indeed tried to cut down—if not completely eliminate—their tobacco production, at least until debt made them fall back on it again. Indeed, in 1799, with his debts mounting, Jefferson decided to return to the exclusive cultivation of tobacco, come what may.


Washington imported new iron plows from England, optimistic that deeper plowing would help regenerate the soil. He advised his friends to invest in movable threshing machines—“nothing is more wanting,” he wrote—and he experimented with fertilizers. He tried new crops and grasses and different methods of crop rotation. Of the 900 volumes in Washington’s library, 57 were devoted to agriculture.


Even city-dweller John Marshall, president of the Richmond Society for Promoting Agriculture, walked around the state capital with experimental seed in his pockets. Jefferson, too, conducted experiments, reporting to Washington in 1794 that one pint of “essence of dung” might be enough to fertilize an acre. He hoped that different grasses—lucerne, chicory, succory, sainfoin, clover—might improve crop rotation and also provide feed that, in turn, would increase the supply of animal manure. Work done by John Alexander Binns of Loudon County on replenishing soil with plaster of paris and gypsum also impressed Jefferson. Madison, too, took an interest in agriculture. Addressing the Agricultural Society of Albemarle County in 1818, he recommended deep and horizontal plowing, fertilization of the soil, irrigation, and an end to the excessive destruction of timber. Speaking to the society again several years later, he proposed the creation of an agricultural college in Virginia.


John Taylor of Caroline wrote articles and treatises on agriculture, among them his famous 1818 Arator (Latin for “Farmer”), in which he argued for crop rotation, raising and applying manure, and resting the land. In minute detail, he examined where barns should be placed, what hogs should be fed, how Indian corn compared to other crops, how “live fences” of cedar hedge could be grown, and how furrows for manure should be dug (“details, unentertaining,” Taylor noted, “may not be useless”).


But Taylor’s goal was not merely agricultural reform: Fertile soil was the garden path that led to a larger, more idealistic and political end, the preservation of the virtuous republican way of life. By constantly replenishing his land, the farmer, instead of forever searching for new fields to plant, could root himself in his land and his community, where he could develop the virtues of the independent, self-sufficient republican citizen. Agriculture, Taylor explained, “becomes the best architect of a complete man,” for it exercises the body and mind and invites people to practice morality. Taylor’s own well-run estate, Hazelwood, brought to life his agricultural and republican theories.


Edmund Ruffin’s later experiments with manure, however, made him question Taylor’s ideas. Ruffin’s study of chemistry led him to believe that the problem lay in the acidity of the soil; he proposed regenerating the soil with marl, a calcareous matter derived from marine deposits. Marl neutralized the acidity of the soil and added potassium and phosphates. Indeed, crops doubled and even quadrupled in soil treated with marl, gypsum, and manure.


The ideas of Taylor, Ruffin, and others spawned periodicals in the 1820s and 1830s like The American Farmer and the Farmer’s Register that taught sound theories of land management. In the 1810s, the Virginia Society for Promoting Agriculture, the Albemarle Agricultural Society, and other farmers’ and planters’ associations sprang up. At their meetings, agricultural research papers were presented, experiments described, and farm machinery demonstrated. Bringing together isolated farmers, the associations sponsored exhibitions and awarded prizes for the best grains, animals, and plows. In January 1836, at a statewide agricultural convention held in Richmond, attendees proposed establishing an agricultural professorship, model farms, and a state department of agriculture. The state legislature debated the proposals and then decided to do—nothing. One man who pleaded the case of farmers complained that, though it was deemed essential to educate lawyers, physicians, and ministers, farmers were left completely ignorant of the theory and practice of agriculture.


Some Virginia farmers embraced rational farming, but many others remained skeptical of new-fangled ideas. New plows sent to one region remained untouched and unused for almost a year as wary farmers eyed them with suspicion. Short-sighted, desperate for quick, if meager, profits, they persisted in overworking the soil, finding it more expedient to abandon exhausted land and purchase new parcels at low prices than to invest in improving the land they already owned. Indeed, Jefferson’s decision in 1799 to return to the production of tobacco was emblematic of the Virginia farmer’s distress.


Ironically, wealthy landowners like Washington, Jefferson, and Madison, try as they might to improve agricultural techniques, were hampered by their wealth—that is, by their large estates and their slaves. Small parcels of land might have been successfully cultivated, given the limited supply of manure and other fertilizers. But their hundreds of acres of land, along with a surplus of slaves, made efficient agricultural practices and the development of labor-saving methods and machinery all the more difficult to pursue. There was no doubt, Madison wrote in 1820, that “slavery and farming are incompatible.” After selling three of his farms, Madison brought the slaves who had worked on those farms to his estate, Montpelier, where they were, of course, too numerous for the cultivation of his land; in addition, two-thirds of them were too young or too old to work. His slaves were impoverishing him, he confessed to his friend Edward Coles in 1832. Four years later, just a month before his death, he expressed admiration for Richard Rush’s 10-acre farm near Philadelphia, certain that it was more profitable than his own huge estate.


Absentee plantation owners and incompetent, corrupt overseers and managers compounded the problems on large estates. Washington despaired that his overseers refused to follow his instructions for crop rotation. “In spite of all I can say, if there is the smallest discretionary power allowed them,” he wrote to Jefferson during his second term as president, “they will fill the land with Indian Corn, altho’ even to themselves there are the most obvious traces of its baneful effects.” Back at Mount Vernon after his retirement, Washington was appalled by the exhausted state of his fields. Jefferson’s experience was similar. Virginia estates were so unprofitable, he wrote to his daughter in 1798, that it seemed next to impossible for a planter to avoid ruin. What had to be done, he wondered, to “save us and our children from beggary”? Was the essence of the Virginia idyll—the large plantation attended to by slaves—proving to be a delusion?


Despite advances in soil management—especially between 1830 and 1860—the situation was slow to improve. Although John Taylor’s writings on agriculture had inspired the hope that “all Virginia would soon be a perfect garden,” one Virginian later recalled, only those planters whose soil was already rich ultimately profited from his system. New methods of plowing proved ineffective; highly touted but misunderstood fertilizers like gypsum seemed only to impoverish the soil.


A far-sighted willingness to confront and solve the problems of Virginia agriculture—to experiment, spend, and persevere—was sadly lacking, even in the state that had given birth to Jefferson’s powerful and enduring agricultural vision. Ruffin’s final diagnosis of the predicament was entirely correct: The problem of soil exhaustion, he concluded, began not in the earth but in the minds of lethargic Virginians, in their complacency and insularity. “The great evils which serve to prevent agriculture from being prosperous in Virginia,” he wrote, “may be summed up in the single word, ignorance.” So wretched was the land that “all wished to sell, none to buy.” In 1843, giving up on Virginians, whose grandiose plans, he believed, never led to any innovation and change, he leaped at the chance to direct an agricultural survey of South Carolina and perhaps arrest that state’s economic decline.


Even Thomas Jefferson’s grandson, Francis Eppes, took his family to Florida. With Virginia’s soil exhausted, “what inducement is there to remain?” he asked in 1828. “We will never witness better times here.” The land itself, Jefferson’s foundation of liberty and virtue, seemed to totter.


One Virginian expressed his gloom in verse:


          No smiling pastures spread inviting here,


          But dry hot fields on ev’ry side appear.


          A sultry scene, a dismal waste, alas!


          Where man’s great object is to kill the grass.


And yet, the myth of splendor and permanence of the land still held sway. Tobacco had ruined the soil, weevils and rust had attacked the wheat, and the value of their estates had declined, but Virginians continued to idealize the pastoral life. Even though slave labor proved unprofitable and human property became more valuable than land, the mystique of the soil held Virginians spellbound.


Prisoners of their own plantations, many of Virginia’s first families found themselves close to ruin. With debts mounting to over $100,000, Jefferson sold his cherished library to Congress in 1814 for a mere $23,950, and then, in his last years, contrived the odd scheme of a lottery as the most profitable way to sell some of his land. Because agriculture was in a state of “abject depression,” he explained in 1826, “property has lost its character of being a resource for debts.” Madison, admitting that he had “no resources but in the earth I cultivate,” suffered nine crop failures in ten years. In 1825, unable to secure a loan for $6,000 from the Bank of the United States to cover his losses, he was obliged to ask his friend Nicholas Biddle for one. Monroe, virtually penniless at the end of his life, was forced to sell all his land in Albemarle County along with his home at Oak Hill in 1826. And yet, the powerful notion of the sublime, imperishable land still enthralled Virginians. Indeed, even as the old gentry foundered, the ideal of genteel plantation life seemed all the more alluring.


Jefferson had never been blind to Virginia’s shortcomings. In 1785, in his Notes on the State of Virginia, he had been willing to cast a cold, judgmental eye on the Old Dominion, frowning at the poor state of its agriculture and the putrid effects of raising tobacco, and condemning the disastrous impact of slavery on both whites and blacks.


Even so, an optimistic Jefferson believed that Virginia would remain a republic of virtue and that, more than any other state, it would stay faithful to the fresh, bold, idealistic spirit of 1776 and steadfast in its tradition of love of the soil. He intended to do everything in his power to defend “the Southern interest,” he had written to Madison in the 1790s, though after penning the word “Southern” he prudently crossed it out and wrote in “Republican.” Yet it was clear that the values of the agrarian South were central to his hopes for the nation’s—and Virginia’s—future, and that he wanted to prevent the corrupt, commercializing, industrializing, urbanizing trends of the northern states from contaminating the rest of the country.


As the gap between the mentalities of North and South widened, as he saw northern greed and corruption advancing on the southern states, and as he saw the United States entangled in war in 1813 because of the “sordid avarice” of Great Britain, Jefferson came to believe that republican virtue and the principles of free government were retiring “to the agricultural states of the south and west as their last asylum and bulwark.”


Three years later, in 1816, he expressed disgust that much of the United States had become a commercial appendage of the city of London. Convinced that agricultural pursuits—and not “the mimicry of an Amsterdam, a Hamburgh, or a city of London”—would make Americans a happy people, he took the extraordinary step of proposing, quite casually, that the modernizing, industrializing states of the Northeast, “which are for unlimited commerce and war,” simply withdraw from the Union, leaving the states “which are for peace and agriculture” to form a new confederation. He envisaged not civil war, but a pacific parting of the ways. “I have no hesitation in saying,” Jefferson blithely wrote, “‘let us separate.’” It was not the first time that an “s” word had been pronounced: Northern politicians, stung by President Madison’s trade policies and dismayed by his conduct of the war with Great Britain, had discussed separation at the Hartford Convention the previous year. But it was the first time that separation had been proposed by a former president.


Jefferson envisioned the South, and especially Virginia, as a land of peace, security, and restricted commerce, a domain devoid of “pseudo-citizens . . . infected with the mania of rambling and gambling,” and devoid, too, of a wretched urban working class toiling sixteen hours a day and “still unable to afford themselves bread.” Though his call for secession was impulsive and rash, the offspring of his penchant for abstract, novel, and revolutionary ideas that had, more than once, gotten him in trouble, it nevertheless served well to reveal his nightmare—a Virginia polluted by banking, capitalism, industry, and urban corruption—and to highlight his dream, the idyll of a harmonious, agrarian state, peopled by free and independent citizens cultivating the soil. And yet this anachronistic cult of the land, while denoting republican virtue, peace, and security, offered little hope of prosperity to average Virginians. Instead it only masked a dark reality of impoverishment, slavery, isolation—and stagnation.
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The Cankers of Indolence and Slavery


“For god’s sake, what is the deus nobis haec otia fecit?” exploded Thomas Jefferson in 1776 upon hearing that Virginia had just adopted an incomprehensibly lame motto—“God bestowed upon us this leisure”—for its state seal. “It puzzles everybody here,” he wrote. “If my country really enjoys that otium [leisure], it is singular, as every other colony seems to be hard struggling.” At the threshold of an epoch of uncertainty, sacrifice, and violence, with “an enemy within our bowels,” why would Virginia’s ruling elite seek to portray the inhabitants of the state as living at ease? “If it puzzles now,” Jefferson tartly concluded, “it will be absolutely insoluble fifty years hence.” The foolish motto was dropped in favor of “Perseverando.”


A decade later, Jefferson’s indignation would fade, replaced by a glum recognition that his beloved Virginia, in truth, did not value labor. Compared to Pennsylvanians, whom he recognized as having an “enterprising temper,” Virginians, he judged, were indeed “indolent.” One day, to amuse and enlighten his friend the Marquis de Chastellux, Jefferson sketched two parallel lists encapsulating the differences between northern and southern mentalities. In the North, he wrote, people were sober, in the South voluptuary; in the North they were laborious, in the South indolent; in the North, persevering, in the South unsteady. Chastellux agreed; the power that masters held over slaves, he wrote, nourished “vanity and sloth.”


But Jefferson did not conceive Monticello as a place of leisure. It was, rather, a locus of purposeful activity and the fruitful use of time. Dominating every important room was a chiming clock; even at the foot of his bed, a clock, mounted on the wall, rang out the hour and the half hour. The great virtue was activity; the sin was indolence. The “wretched” of the earth, he wrote in 1787, were the idle.
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