
  [image: image]


  
    [image: images]

  


  
    
    Published 2013 by Prometheus Books

    Framing a Legend: Exposing the Distorted History of Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings. Copyright © 2013 by M. Andrew Holowchak. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, digital, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, or conveyed via the Internet or a website without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    Cover design by Nicole Sommer-Lecht

    Portrait of Thomas Jefferson by Rembrandt Peale

    Inquiries should be addressed to

    Prometheus Books

    59 John Glenn Drive

    Amherst, New York 14228–2119

    VOICE: 716–691–0133 • FAX: 716–691–0137

    WWW.PROMETHEUSBOOKS.COM

    17  16  15  14  13     5  4  3  2  1

    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

    Holowchak, Mark, 1958-

    Framing a legend : exposing the distorted history of Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings / by M. Andrew Holowchak.

    p. cm.

    Includes bibliographical references and index.

    ISBN 978-1-61614-729-7 (cloth : alk. paper)

    ISBN 978-1-61614-730-3 (ebook)

    1. Jefferson, Thomas, 1743–1826—Relations with women. 2. Jefferson, Thomas, 1743–1826—Relations with slaves. 3. Hemings, Sally. 4. Paternity testing—United States—Case studies. I. Title.

    E332.2.H663 2013

    9734'60922—dc23

    2012048876

    Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper

  


  
    
    [image: images]

  


  
    
    [image: images]

    In March 2000, I was asked to chair a panel of more than a dozen scholars from across the nation for the purpose of investigating every aspect of the allegation that Thomas Jefferson had engaged in a sexual relationship with an enslaved woman named Sally Hemings over a period of several decades that had produced one or more children. Most of those involved had written or edited books that have been sold in the Monticello gift shop, and have either served as a departmental chair or held a chaired professorship at universities from California to Maine to Alabama. The invitation came from a group of Jefferson admirers who felt he had not received a “fair trial” on this issue and had formed the Thomas Jefferson Heritage Society. They decided to seek an independent review by a panel of experts that came to be known as the Jefferson-Hemings Scholars Commission. We were promised (and received) complete independence, and our mission was simply to investigate the various facts and arguments thoroughly and to make a public report of our findings.

    In all candor, I was surprised by the request. I had not carefully followed the issue, but I had read in the newspapers that DNA tests reported in the prestigious science journal Nature in late 1998 had confirmed that President Jefferson had fathered at least Sally's youngest child Eston; and even the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation had conceded the point. As surprised as I was, I nevertheless assumed the issue was settled.

    But, with some hesitation (primarily because I had recently become a single parent), I agreed to take part in the inquiry. A year later, in April 2001, we issued a lengthy report concluding with but a single, very mild, dissent, that the story is probably false. During our investigation we found that many of the alleged “facts” being proffered to support the story were simply not true (such as that Jefferson freed Sally Hemings and all of her children when they turned twenty-one or in his will, and that Sally and her children received “extraordinary privileges” at Monticello), and some of the documents being relied upon had been materially altered in transcription. These are discussed in the book version of our report, titled The Jefferson-Hemings Controversy: Report of the Scholars Commission, which was published in 2011 by Carolina Academic Press and contains in excess of 400 pages with more than 1,400 footnotes.

    Despite Nature’s misleading heading, “Jefferson Fathered Slave's Last Child,” we discovered that the DNA tests had not even involved a DNA sample from Thomas Jefferson, and the actual conclusion of the scientists was that one of the more than two dozen Jefferson men known to have been in Virginia at the time of Eston Hemings's conception was almost certainly Eston's father. Based on the scientific evidence alone, the probability that Eston's father was President Jefferson was about 4 percent. Limiting suspects to only those Jefferson males for whom there was strong reason to believe were present at Monticello at the time of Eston's conception, the odds that the president was his father rise to about 17 percent. But if we then factor in President Jefferson's advanced age (sixty-four, in an era where most men did not live to see forty), declining health, and character, the odds that he was Eston's father drop precipitously.

    We were not asked to identify Eston's most likely father, but most of us felt the strongest case pointed to the president's much younger and less cerebral brother, Randolph—or perhaps one of Randolph's five sons, who ranged in ages from mid-teens to twenty-seven years and were also likely present at Monticello at the time of conception. There is one report that the widower Randolph fathered children by other slaves, we know he was invited to visit Monticello (to see the twin sister he dearly loved, who had just arrived for a visit) fifteen days before Eston's most likely conception date, and an oral history taken down from a Monticello blacksmith—published years later by the University of Virginia Press under the title Memoirs of a Monticello Slave—asserted that when brother Randolph visited Monticello, he would “come out among black people, play the fiddle, and dance half the night.” There is no evidence that Thomas Jefferson ever socialized with his slaves.


    When President Jefferson was in Washington, his daughter Martha was in charge at Monticello, and surviving family letters establish that Randolph was widely known at Monticello as “Uncle Randolph” at the time of Eston's birth. We found it noteworthy that the oral tradition passed down by generations of Eston Hemings's descendants was that he was not the child of President Jefferson, but rather of an “uncle.” So Randolph is the only potential father who fits all of the evidence.

    Those were just some of the findings of our commission.

    Having studied Thomas Jefferson for four decades and spent more than a dozen years focused heavily on this specific controversy, when I was approached about writing the foreword to this volume, I did not expect to learn a great deal as I began reading the manuscript. To my delight, I was profoundly mistaken. There have been several volumes written about this issue since our initial report came out a dozen years ago and was posted on the Internet. The best of them, in my view, was self-published by a remarkably able genealogist who has been studying the Jefferson family in the Charlottesville area for decades, Cynthia Harris Burton. Her book is titled Jefferson Vindicated: Fallacies, Omissions, and Contradictions in the Hemings Genealogical Search (2005). I highly recommend it. It is filled with the product of considerable original research and thoughtful analysis, and it reaffirms the conclusion I reached when I worked with Ms. Burton, while preparing my own “Individual Views” for the Scholars Commission report, that she is among the finest “natural scholars” I have ever encountered. I was pleased to learn that Dr. Mark Holowchak shares that view.

    Rather than largely recounting the facts and arguments set forth in the 2001 Scholars Commission report, as have some other recent volumes on this issue, Dr. Holowchak applies an impressive skill set to examine some of the specific arguments made by key scholars in what might be termed the pro-paternity camp. To do this, he brings to the table a remarkable array of scholarly expertise of great relevance to this debate. With five academic degrees in psychology, philosophy, and the history and philosophy of science, he has taught and/or authored books about logic, critical reasoning, ethics, ancient philosophy, psychoanalysis, Freud, and Thomas Jefferson as well. As readers will quickly discover, he makes excellent use of his impressive background in examining and unraveling some of the popular “scholarship” that has driven much of the modern debate on the Jefferson-Hemings issue.

    For a century and a half after Thomas Jefferson's death, serious scholars tended to dismiss the accusation that America's third president was sexually involved with a slave woman—if they bothered to take note of it at all. First of all, there was widespread agreement that it was totally out of character for Jefferson. But, more important, the charge was originated by a disreputable scandal-monger named James Thomson Callender, who declared that he was seeking “ten thousand fold vengeance” after his efforts to blackmail Jefferson into appointing him to public office had failed. According to an 1802 Federalist newspaper (published shortly before Callender got around to the Sally Hemings accusation, when he was still trying to portray Jefferson as a “French agent” and/or an atheist), after being turned away by a servant Callender stood on the sidewalk in front of the White House and shouted “My lies made you president,” referring to a series of libels he had published against President John Adams during the election of 1800. He demanded appointment as postmaster of Richmond in compensation, but Jefferson ignored him. Both Jefferson's political enemy Alexander Hamilton and John Adams dismissed the liaison story as false—as they were both quite familiar with Jefferson's character and Callender's notorious lies.

    Things began to change when Fawn Brodie published her “psychobiography,” Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History, in 1974. With but undergraduate and master's degrees in English, and no apparent formal training in psychology or psychoanalysis, Brodie nevertheless sought to exhume Jefferson's inner feelings by “psychoanalyzing” his writings. An editor at her publisher, W. W. Norton, reportedly wrote in assessing the manuscript: “Doesn't [Brodie] know about making the theory fit the facts instead of trying to explain the facts to fit the theory?…[S]he doesn't play fair.”1

    Ironically, this was the same reaction of Berkeley-educated playwright Karyn Traut (the spouse of Scholars Commission member and University of North Carolina Medical School professor Thomas Traut), who was so moved after reading Brodie's book that she began researching a play (Saturday's Children) about the son “Tom,” whom both Callender and Brodie contended was conceived in Paris and born after Sally Hemings returned to Monticello with the Jeffersons at the end of 1789. But, after carefully researching the topic, she concluded that Brodie had “thrown out the pieces of the puzzle that didn't fit her model.”2 Ms. Traut ultimately concluded that the president's brother Randolph Jefferson was most likely the father of Brodie's “Tom.”

    Speaking of “Tom”—the focus of both Callender's and Brodie's accounts—for decades, the strongest bit of evidence supporting a possible Jefferson-Hemings sexual relationship was a collection of almost-identical oral traditions passed down by descendants of former slave Thomas Woodson, who had settled in different parts of the country. Woodson had surfaced after Jefferson's death and claimed to have been the “Tom” conceived by Jefferson and Hemings in Paris upon whom Callender had premised his allegations. He claimed that, after the story was published, President Jefferson sent him down the road to be raised by the Woodson family, and several credible witnesses left testimony that Tom Woodson was a highly intelligent, tall and lean man, with erect and dignified posture, who even had a tinge of Jefferson's red in his hair to support his claim.

    However, in addition to comparing DNA from a descendant of Eston Hemings with that of descendants of Thomas Jefferson's cousins and those of his nephews Peter and Samuel Carr (sons of Jefferson's sister Martha and his childhood friend Dabney Carr, who had been identified by Jefferson grandchildren as having admitted to fathering children by Sally Hemings), the scientific study reported in Nature also tested the DNA of six descendants of three sons of Thomas Woodson. In so doing, it conclusively eliminated Woodson as a possible son of Thomas or any other member of the Jefferson family. We have no way of knowing whether Woodson was the son of Sally Hemings, but his father could not have been Thomas Jefferson.

    Returning to Fawn Brodie, her Jefferson biography was a commercial success and earned her hundreds of thousands of dollars in royalties.3 It became a Book-of-the-Month-Club selection, and lay reviewers showered it with praise. In contrast, reviews by serious scholars dismissed it as unserious. Perhaps no critical review was more devastating than the New York Review of Books appraisal by Johns Hopkins professor Garry Wills. Noting that Brodie's first bit of evidence in her “psychohistory” of Jefferson was that he had frequently written the word mulatto in his journal to describe soil color during a 1788 trip through Europe—which Brodie interpreted as clear evidence that he was longing for the arms of his alleged mulatto mistress (Sally Hemings) back in Paris—Wills observed that Brodie was apparently unaware of the fact that during the late eighteenth century mulatto was a term of art used by American geologists to identify a specific soil color. Continuing, Wills observed that during the same trip Jefferson used the words red or reddish nearly five times more frequently than mulatto, and wondered why Brodie missed this obvious subliminal expression of lust for his red-headed, nine-year-old daughter, Polly. Wills characterized Brodie's biography as “sub-freshman absurdity.” He said: “Error on this scale, and in this detail, does not come easily. There is skill involved.”4 Cornell history professor Michael Kammen declared in the Washington Post: “Mrs. Brodie does not so much humanize Jefferson as trivialize him. She is a historical gossip, incapable of distinguishing between cause and effect.”5

    Relying heavily upon Brodie's scholarship, in 1997 Professor Annette Gordon-Reed published Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, using her legal training to make a more compelling case that it was “possible” Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings began a sexual relationship while in Paris. Speculating that Jefferson “might” have felt this, and that Hemings “could” have done that, she argues that such a relationship might have occurred. Since virtually everything we know with any certainty about Sally Hemings of possible relevance to this issue could be written on a three-by-five-inch index card (which we demonstrated in the Scholars Commission report6), there is considerable opportunity for speculation and fantasy.

    Although common sense and the limited information that has survived strongly suggest that, while in Paris, Sally Hemings resided in the Abbaye Royale de Panthemont (a Catholic boarding school across town from Jefferson's residence that was known to have had servants quarters) with Jefferson's daughters, Professor Gordon-Reed simply assumes that she must instead have lived in Jefferson's residence. A contrary assumption would obviously have greatly undermined her premise. Why let little things like Sally's duties as the ladies’ maid to Jefferson's daughters (which she acknowledges), the absence of any surviving reference to Sally by the many Americans who visited and wrote about Jefferson's Paris residence, or the existence of letters from a Paris classmate—written years later to Jefferson's daughter Martha at Monticello and extending warm greetings to Sally—interfere with her speculation?

    The Gordon-Reed volume appeared at a time when it was popular among some historians to try to topple the great “dead white males” of American history. As Mount Holyoke professor Joseph Ellis has observed, Thomas Jefferson is “the dead-white-male who matters most,” and the “most valued trophy in the cultural wars.”7 Not surprisingly, Professor Gordon-Reed quickly became a favorite of the politically correct establishment.

    When it was widely reported the following year that a scientific study published in Nature had confirmed that Thomas Jefferson fathered at least Sally's youngest child, many assumed the debate was over. After all, Thomas Jefferson was a man of science, and he would have wanted us to embrace scientific proof from the latest technological advances.

    Building upon these erroneous news stories, Professor Gordon-Reed produced a new book—The Hemingses of Monticello—that simply assumed that the paternity of all of Sally's children had been scientifically proven by science and went on to tell the story of those children and their descendants. Despite the fact that the DNA tests compared only DNA from a single Hemings child, pro-paternity scholars declared that the tests had eliminated the possibility that either of the Carr brothers had fathered any of Sally's children and concluded that Jefferson's grandchildren who pointed suspicion at them were misrepresenting the truth.8 In their view, the debate was over.

    Professor Gordon-Reed and her new book received virtually every award for which they might have been eligible, including the Pulitzer Prize in History, the National Book Award, the National Humanities Medal from the president of the United States, a half-million-dollar “genius grant” from the MacArthur Foundation, and induction into the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. Harvard University appointed her to three professorships, including in law and history.

    Now comes Dr. Holowchak to caution “not so fast.” In the pages that follow, he examines claims by Professor Gordon-Reed and several other prominent scholars in the pro-paternity camp, and he painstakingly reveals error after error. He draws upon his knowledge of ancient and modern Greek, Latin, ancient history and philosophy, and logic to expose careless scholarship and—to put it kindly—shoddy reasoning.

    Almost exactly four decades ago, when I was a fellow at Stanford University's Hoover Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, I had the great pleasure of getting to know Professor Sidney Hook, who had recently retired as chairman of the Department of Philosophy at New York University. We had several lengthy conversations, and during more than one of them he emphasized the importance of courage in the character of a good scholar. You must be prepared to pursue the truth wherever it leads, he told me, without regard to what others might believe or the possible costs their disagreement might impose. Without this vital element, you will never achieve your full potential as a scholar.

    His comment reminded me very much of advice Thomas Jefferson had given to various young friends and relatives. Indeed, it was a core principle in his founding of the University of Virginia, where it has been my great pleasure to work and teach for more than twenty-five years. In a famous and oft-quoted letter to British historian William Roscoe, Jefferson said of his new university: “This institution will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind. For here we are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead, nor to tolerate any error so long as reason is left free to combat it.”

    I mention this because Jefferson's admonition frequently came to mind as I was reading this book. Perhaps above all else, this book is an exercise in courage. Even here at the University of Virginia, in the eyes of some, defending Thomas Jefferson is beyond the pale, and I have faced some negativity as a direct result of my participation in the Scholars Commission inquiry.


    For the record, those who have reacted negatively to my role in this project are not bad people. I suspect that some believed (as I had when first approached) that science had conclusively resolved this issue, and thus anyone who continued to resist the truth was either a racist or a fool. Alternatively, some who have followed the issue more closely may have realized there was a compelling case to be made in Jefferson's defense but feared that anyone who spoke out publicly on the issue was likely to draw fire in the form of allegations of racism that might do collateral damage to the university's reputation. I, too, understood that risk, as I had observed several very able scholars who had in my presence expressed dismay that Jefferson was being treated very unfairly nevertheless decline an invitation to join in the inquiry.

    On October 27, 2012, the Thomas Jefferson Heritage Society hosted a daylong program at the University of Virginia's Newcomb Hall on the Jefferson-Hemings issue. Believing that the audience would benefit from a good debate, the group's president on August 21 invited Peter Onuf, the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation Professor of History at the University of Virginia, to take part in a debate with me over the issue. Although this distinguished chair was previously held by Dumas Malone and Merrill Peterson—each widely regarded as the nation's preeminent Jefferson scholar of their time—Professor Onuf has been a strong critic of Jefferson and has endorsed the view that there was a decades-long sexual relationship between Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings that produced several children. But in response to the debate invitation, Professor Onuf replied later that same day: “I'm afraid I will have to decline your invitation: the controversy has long since ceased to be interesting to me.”

    It was at this program that I had my first (and, thus far, only) opportunity to speak personally with Dr. Holowchak, who was one of the speakers. When he overheard that the Heritage Society had been unable to find a senior professor to present the pro-paternity viewpoint, his face perked up and he exclaimed: “Debate! I'll debate!” He was prepared to take on anyone from the pro-paternity camp, or to debate me if we could find an issue on which there was sufficient disagreement. After you have read the pages that follow, I suspect you will understand his willingness—nay, his enthusiasm—for a free and open public exchange of views on the issue. You may also understand why some on the other side of the issue are reluctant to see such a debate. Enjoy the book.

    Professor Robert F. Turner

    Chairman, Jefferson-Hemings Scholars Commission
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    Truths necessary for our own character, must not be suppressed out of tenderness to its calumniators.

    –TJ TO PRESIDENT JAMES MADISON, MARCH 23, 1815

    Imagine a time in the not-too-distant future where a famous American personage is accused of some misdeed, based on thin evidence. Stories of the misdeed, which initially vary from reporter to reporter, soon gain currency in one particular form. All other variations drop out. The story is thereafter inseparably linked to the personage just as the lion's skin and club are linked with Hercules; and baggy pants, oversized shoes, cane, and derby are linked with Charlie Chaplin.

    We are at that time in the not-too-distant future when it comes to Thomas Jefferson. It is now assumed as fact, without sufficient warrant, that Jefferson had a sexual relationship with one of his slaves—a handsome, much younger woman by the name of Sally Hemings. Moreover, it is said that he carried out the relationship for thirty-eight years and that he had several children with her, without anyone being the wiser. It is an arresting story—an intriguing story—made all the more arresting and intriguing because there is not much evidence for it. At the current stage of historical and scientific investigation, it can be neither verified, nor disconfirmed. That allows true believers—and this book is a book about true believers—to spin their yarn and fashion a tapestry, depicting a legend, irrespective of truth, for tomorrow's true believers.

    Since 1802, when noted calumniator James Callender made widespread the story, there has been the rumor, fueled by political opponents during his two terms as president, that Thomas Jefferson had a sexual relationship with Hemings. As was his habit, Jefferson did not respond to the rumor, but at least on one occasion he denied the relationship and on another chortled upon hearing of it.

    After his stint as president, the rumor of his mistress-slave was kept alive by northern abolitionists and hostile British, though it tended to fall on deaf ears for most Americans, for whom such a relationship was unthinkable. It was inconceivable, Americans thought, that one of the most prominent founding fathers, the third president of the United States, the author of the Declaration of Independence, and a man of steadfast character would have taken one of his slaves as a sexual partner, continued to do so for several decades, and then have children by her.

    In 1974, the rumor was rekindled in Fawn Brodie's book Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History. Important questions to be answered, she noted, were these: Why were there so few references to Sally Hemings in any of Jefferson's writings, when it is clear he had a lengthy affair with her? Why did Jefferson not list Tom Hemings, his alleged first child by Sally Hemings, in his Farm Book? Why did Jefferson continue his alleged sexual relationship with Sally, once it was leaked to the press in 1802 by Callender? Why did Jefferson, who always expressed great love of family, virtually ignore his mulatto children? How could Jefferson have had a liaison with Hemings for thirty-eight years without anyone knowing? Those questions, she acknowledged, were intriguing. Of course, by Occam's razor, they could readily be answered by the nonexistence of a liaison, but that was not Brodie's tack. Having psychoanalytic insight into Jefferson's writings and proceeding on feeling and not just fact, she attempted to provide provocative answers to those beguiling questions.

    Brodie was severely criticized, even ridiculed, by most serious scholars for her answers, which were given gossamer support. Yet the book sold well, just as Brodie prophesied, and gave rise to Chase-Riboud's Sally Hemings: A Novel (1979), the film Jefferson in Paris (1995), and the long-suppressed CBS miniseries Sally Hemings: An American Scandal (2000). The legend was taking root among a gullible, scandal-loving American public.

    In 1997, Annette Gordon-Reed published Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy. In an effort to show that a liaison between the two was possible, she charged prior historians, all white males, with racism. They refused to consider the possibility of a liaison, she stated, because sex with a black woman would be an unspeakable defilement of Jefferson's character. The implicit sentiment is racist history.

    A DNA study was soon undertaken, and its results were published in Nature in 1998. The study, misleadingly titled “Jefferson Fathered Slave's Last Child,” showed, among other things, that Jefferson, or someone else with the Jefferson Y-chromosome, fathered Eston Hemings—Sally Hemings's last child. Though the researchers implicated Jefferson in the study—he was considered the simplest and most probable father of all of Hemings's children—there were roughly twenty-five chromosomal matches at the time. The Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation (TJMF) thereafter examined the DNA findings in conjunction with the historical data that had a bearing on paternity and agreed with the conclusions of the scientists.

    Using Monte-Carlo statistical analysis and a Bayesian argument, Fraser Neiman, a member of the Thomas Jefferson Memorial Foundation panel of experts, published a study to show that it was next to impossible that anyone other than Jefferson fathered each of Hemings's children. Due to unfamiliarity with Monte-Carlo analysis and Bayesian induction, many scholars, assuming anything mathematical must be decisive, took this to be the final nail in Jefferson's coffin. Mathematics had aligned itself with physiological science and history. Only Jefferson could be the father of all of Hemings's children.

    Defenders of Jefferson's character jumped ship. Historian Andrew Burstein was one. In The Inner Jefferson (1995), Burstein wrote Jefferson was a passionate man, whose love and dedication to his family made a liaison with Sally Hemings virtually impossible. Yet he published “Jefferson's Rationalizations” in 2000 and Jefferson's Secrets in 2005. As the titles of both works suggest, Burstein argued that Jefferson had a lengthy, secretive sexual relationship with Hemings (for reasons of health) that he could keep from others, even his family, only because he had a supranormal capacity to separate his public and private image.

    Gordon-Reed published the award-winning The Hemingses of Monticello in 2008 and possibility morphed into fact. She not only considered the liaison factual, she also filled in many of the details of that liaison in an “artful” reconstruction of events that gave Sally Hemings the dignity that she deserved and brought down Jefferson from Mount Rushmore. Jefferson was given his comeuppance.

    As of this writing, it is accepted by most scholars with some familiarity of the issue not only that Jefferson had a lengthy affair with Hemings that resulted in his fathering several children with Hemings—Harriet (1795–1797); Beverly (1798–1873); an unnamed daughter who died in infancy (b. 1799); a second Harriet (1801–ca. 1865); Madison (1805–1877); Eston (1808–1856); and possibly Tom, who was born just after Jefferson returned home from Paris in 1789—but also that Jefferson, because of that affair, was a hypocrite and a racist. The evidential pattern such scholars often follow is uncritical reference principally to Gordon-Reed's work and secondarily to the DNA study as well as the TJMF's analysis of it and of the relevant historical evidence. R. B. Bernstein1 typifies that approach. Gordon-Reed, who in 1997 complained of white male scholars “controlling the discourse,” now controls the discourse. It is no exaggeration to say that many, if not most, Jeffersonian scholars merely cite her work as the final word on the subject. It is a scholarly unhealthy and frightening state of affairs.

    In spite of the massive shift on the issue, the fact remains that the DNA evidence is inconclusive and does not show it likely that Jefferson was the father of Eston, or any, of Sally Hemings's other children. Moreover, as I aim to show, there are remarkable flaws with the leading scholarship in defense of a liaison.

    This book is composed of two parts, each with three chapters. The first part, “Three Prominent Spins,” comprises a critical examination of the works of a prominent biographer, a professor of law, and a prominent historian: Fawn Brodie, Annette Gordon-Reed, and Andrew Burstein. The second part, “Unframing the Legend,” comprises chapters on the much-vitiated argument from character, the sloppy science and the revisionist tendency to treat history as a normative discipline, and the issue of Jefferson's avowed racism.

    Brodie's book, Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History, is the subject of chapter 1. Brodie makes the case for a thirty-eight-year sexual relationship between Jefferson and Hemings through her often-inane psychoanalytic conclusions from Jefferson's writings, her selective use of evidence, and her tendency to fill in evidentiary gaps with ungrounded speculation. Because the book sold well and opened the gates to consideration of the possibility of a relationship between Jefferson and Hemings among the American public, it set the standard—and a squalid one—for much of the scholarship that followed.

    Chapter 2 examines chiefly Annette Gordon-Reed's two books: Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings and The Hemingses of Monticello. In her first book, she argues merely for the modest claim that a liaison between Jefferson and Hemings is possible. By the writing of her second book, she not only claims to know that the two had a liaison, but also gives many of the details of that liaison. As I will demonstrate, The Hemingses of Monticello is fraught with fallacies, tendentious psychologizing, and paternalistic prosaisms, and her use of data is selective. She makes no attempt to address the leading literature that argues against her thesis. The reason for her selective approach to history, I show, is clear. Gordon-Reed has a social, not a historical, agenda—namely, to change the way blacks are viewed by historians. The agenda seems laudable, but it comes at expense of regard for historical truth. Thus, I argue, her books cannot be taken seriously.

    Andrew Burstein's work on Jefferson is the topic of chapter 3. At the time of The Inner Jefferson, Burstein is convinced that Jefferson is incapable of a relationship because of his stalwart character. After Gordon-Reed's Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings and the DNA evidence, Burstein's man of stalwart character becomes, in effect, a deceitful rogue in Jefferson's Secrets. Burstein, however, argues against Brodie and Gordon-Reed—that is, against the notion that the liaison was loving and mutually beneficial. For Burstein, Jefferson is merely interested in physical and emotional health. Thus, he needs periodic sexual release with a youthful, handsome female. Hemings is preferable to a white alternative, just because she is a slave—that is, a no-strings-attached option. Burstein's argument, given no more than gauzy support, is grossly unpersuasive. At day's end, one wonders how anyone, so convinced of Jefferson's stalwart character at one time, could be equally convinced of Jefferson's duplicity years later. Such a radical shift requires a substantial explanation and Burstein's explanation, we shall see, is scrimpy.

    Since much of the debate about the supposed liaison centers on Jefferson's character, chapter 4 is devoted to the argument from character. There is much from which to draw in the recent literature. I focus, once again, on Brodie, Gordon-Reed, and Burstein. I aim to show that Jefferson's character is not a “tiresome” issue, as a colleague had once told me, but a vital issue that makes for a strong argument against a liaison.

    Chapter 5 comprises two parts: “Appeals to Science” and “The Canons of ‘Normative History.’” The first part looks at Jefferson's detractors’ attempts to marshal “scientific” evidence to demonstrate the existence of a lengthy relationship. I include analyses of the DNA evidence and the TJMF's report on the Jefferson-Hemings relationship. I argue that the DNA evidence does not show it is likely that Jefferson was the father of Eston Hemings, or any other of Hemings's children, and show that there is no reason to think the TJMF's report is credible. I include also an analysis of Fraser Neiman's Bayesian argument for Jefferson's paternity of all six of Hemings's children, as well as an analysis of the Toulminian, informal-reasoning model by James Golden and Alan Golden that implicates Jefferson in the paternity of Eston Hemings and perhaps all his other siblings. I show that Neiman's argument seems compelling only because it uses biased and insufficient data and that the Goldens’ informal-reasoning model uncritically uptakes the conclusions of the scientists and the members of the TJMF. The second part is a critical examination of the “Aesopian” history concerning Jefferson. Critical analysis, for such historians, gives way to deconstruction, and these Jeffersonian historians turn to Jefferson's private life, about which so little is known. Their reconstructions are not just descriptive, but also morally evaluative. For them, it is insufficient to say Jefferson acted in such and such manner at a particular time of his life. One must add normatively and that makes him a hypocrite, a misanthrope, and a villain. Moreover, it is insufficient for understanding Jefferson to read carefully and literally his written lines. Jefferson was too clever to reveal much of himself in his thousands of writings. True Jeffersonian historians are bellwethers and revisionists. They go by feeling more than intellect. They read between the lines and deconstruct a masked and troubled personal life, inaccessible to historians wedded merely to rationality.

    Finally, in chapter 6, I examine the all-too-frequent claim that Jefferson was racist and its implications for the possibility of a liaison with Hemings. Jefferson's most thorough examination of race is in his Notes on the State of Virginia. In the work, Jefferson is customarily slammed for his examination of blacks, which depicts them as less intelligent and less attractive than nonblacks, though the moral equals of nonblacks. Yet scrutiny of the book, Jefferson's only book, shows it has a decidedly empirical slant, and his examination of the morality, physicality, and intelligence of blacks in it is consistent with the empiricism of the book as a whole. In short, Jefferson's conclusions about blacks’ defects are faulty not because of prejudice, but because of sloppy induction. Nonetheless, his view of black inferiority of body and mind would probably have been sufficient inducement for Jefferson never to have considered Hemings as a viable sexual outlet, even if he had had need of sexual outlet.

    Overall, scholars, who accuse Jefferson of having had a lengthy liaison with Hemings as well as having been racist—at the forefront is Gordon-Reed—have gained control of the historical discourse and have molded public opinion concerning Jefferson in spite of the fact that there are no rationally persuasive reasons for such accusations. Thus, this book is an attempt to reopen the issue of Jefferson's paternity to rational—that is, evidence-based—discussion. It is an invitation for all interested persons, scholars especially, to weigh all the relevant evidence pertaining to the liaison. It is, in effect, an invitation for scholars to begin once again to do scholarship the correct way—to invite reason back into the scholars’ arena. The success of this book, however, is to be determined not by scholarly disputation and intellectual argufying, but in a manner of which Jefferson would have most approved—namely, by appeal to the moral integrity and sound judgment of ordinary people, suitably stocked with all the relevant evidence surrounding the possibility of paternity.

    Given that the effect of a relationship would be moral condemnation of Jefferson by vitiating his character—namely, he would be exposed as a liar, a hypocrite, and an unconcerned father—it is incumbent on accusers like Gordon-Reed and Burstein to show through incontrovertible evidence, not circumstantial evidence or hearsay, that Jefferson and Hemings had a liaison, before spinning yarns about the nature of their liaison. Lacking such evidence, it is morally reprehensible for scholars to state that a liaison occurred or was even probable. To do so is to blur the line between fact and fantasy, to place monetary gain or literary prizes in writing ahead of integrity, or to supplant regard for truth with a political or personal agenda.

    That leads to a deeper issue, ignored by critics of such authors: the immorality of agenda-driven scholarship.

    Research can be motivated by an agenda—I suspect that it always is—but once it begins, evidence must lead a researcher by the nose, as it were. Conclusions cannot be decided in advance of disclosure of evidence for them. Evidence contrary to one's thesis cannot merely be ignored. Historical scholars have a duty to aim at truth, not sales of books, literary prizes, or even vengeance.

    Scholars, especially when drawing conclusions that alter a person's legacy for the worse, have a duty to weigh all available relevant evidence, to make sure there is sufficient evidence to secure “condemnation,” and to be certain that the research is driven not by bias, but by evidence. Jefferson—whether as scientist, politician, philosopher, educational reformer, father, or friend—was a person who gave much of himself to his fellow human beings. Even staunch political rivals like John Adams and Alexander Hamilton recognized that. It is morally irresponsible for scholars to oppugn hastily Jefferson on gauzy, ambiguous evidence.

    Finally, should it someday come to pass, against my own belief that no such relationship existed, that biological evidence surfaces that unfailingly (or nearly so) implicates Jefferson as the father of any or all of Hemings's children, that would not be an I-told-you-so moment. The reasons are three. First, most of the arguments I put forth in this book do not aim at exoneration of Jefferson concerning paternity. They modestly aim to show, among other things, that the arguments of three of the most commonly cited Jefferson-did-it scholars are inexcusably weak and, therefore, unpersuasive. Second, the argument I do give in an effort to exonerate Jefferson—the argument from character of chapter 4—I take to be strong, given the current state of evidentiary affairs—that is, the lack of evidence that implicates Jefferson in a liaison. If it should sometime be proven that Jefferson was the father of at least one of Hemings's children, Jefferson, for reasons given later in the book, would be exposed as a liar, a hypocrite, and an uncaring father. In defending Jefferson, I remain open to the possibility of that eventuality. Last and equally as important, that moment, if it should come to pass, would not vindicate the scholarship of historians like Brodie and Gordon-Reed. Drawing the right conclusion from a body of evidence that does not support that conclusion is like getting out of the Labyrinth but refusing to follow the thread of Ariadne. No scholar ought to be praised for irrationality.

    All writings of Jefferson, unless otherwise specified, are from the Paul Leicester Ford's The Writings of Thomas Jefferson.
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    Jefferson's Forbidden Females

    A passion for politics stems usually from an insatiable need, either for power, or for friendship and adulation, or a combination of both. Any man who leaves a legacy of 18,000 letters in his own hand, most of them written with a wrist that was crippled and stiffened in an accident, has a desperate need of friendship.

    —FAWN BRODIE, THOMAS JEFFERSON

    Fawn Brodie writes metaphorically in Thomas Jefferson: An Intimate History, “Despite hundreds of volumes about Thomas Jefferson, there remain unexpected reserves of unmined ore, particularly in relation to the connections between his public life and his inner life, as well as his intimate life.”1 The quote suggests that Brodie aims to disclose the “inner” as well as the “intimate” Jefferson in her book. The two, she says without amplification, are not the same. “To illuminate this relationship, however, requires certain biographical techniques that make some historians uncomfortable. One must look for feeling as well as fact, for nuance and metaphor as well as idea and action.”2

    What is unique to Brodie's approach is “what in these library collections has been passed over, or ignored because it did not fit into the traditional notions and preconceptions of Jefferson's character” as coolheaded, rational, and dispassionate. In addition, she includes two overlooked published reports by the Monticello slaves Madison Hemings and Israel Jefferson.3 The implication is that the historical and biographical scholarship heretofore is contaminated because it has been selective.


    Brodie aims to expose the real Jefferson, the intimate Jefferson, as a man whose intellect was keen but whose passions were also strong. Her reconstruction of the intimate Jefferson aims to show that he was involved in fulfilling a thirty-eight-year sexual relationship with a household slave that resulted in the birth of several mulatto children. The evidence of those two hitherto-overlooked reports is key to her reconstruction.

    This chapter is a critical analysis of Brodie's book as it relates to the presumed Jefferson-Hemings relationship. I begin with a brief summary of her book, turn to a critique of her biography, and end with an examination of Brodie's “investigative” tactics and their rhetorical force.

    FEELING, NUANCE, AND METAPHOR

    Jefferson's Early Years

    Brodie does much to tease out an account of Jefferson's early life, and the attempt is not without merit and substance. Overpassing any errors of fact on which numerous scholars have commented over the years, I rehash some of what she has written.

    The son of Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph, Jefferson was born in 1743 and was the oldest male of seven siblings. After the death of brother-in-law William Randolph, Peter Jefferson moved his family to Randolph's estate at Tuckahoe in 1745. Jefferson was two at the time. The Randolph children—a boy of four and two girls of seven and nine—were added to his siblings, who were then only three in number. Jefferson was doubtless bullied by the older boy but mollycoddled by his older sister Jane, who favored him. Brodie adds of the years at Tuckahoe, “All we know for certain…is that regret at separation from home, and hunger to return home, are two of the most ubiquitous and passionately expressed themes in all of Jefferson's intimate letters.”4 Thus, she concludes, the years at Tuckahoe could not have been happy.

    Brodie takes it for granted that black children were among Jefferson's early friends, as she asserts blacks on plantations outnumbered whites by ten to one. It is likely he was confounded and disturbed by the separate treatment of blacks and whites. Only the latter had to go to school, which Jefferson hated. These early experiences shaped his lifelong ambivalence concerning blacks and unquestionably drove his thinking that blacks, when freed, should be schooled but expatriated—both at public expense.5

    Brodie reveals something about Jefferson's religiosity in a short anecdote. In a story Jefferson related to his grandchildren, he tells of slipping out of the English school, reciting the Lord's Prayer, and requesting the cessation of school. Brodie generalizes, “Every child is sooner or later disillusioned by the impotence of his own prayers,” and Jefferson learned “not to expect too much of Heaven.”6

    Peter Jefferson removed his family to Shadwell when Jefferson was nine. Thomas stayed behind to attend school at Dover Church near Tuckahoe to learn Greek, Latin, and French. He boarded with the family of Rev. William Douglas. Since nothing is known of that time—Jefferson's letters were lost in the fire at Shadwell—Brodie examines Jefferson's later letters to his children to give evidence of the sort of advice he, when young, must have received from his mother and father. She notes that Jefferson advises his daughters to be good and obedient. He uses loss of love as leverage. He cautions them against anger and idleness. His admonitions are “tangled with a subtle parental seduction,” because daughter Martha is told that no one in the world can bring him happiness or misery as much as she can.7 “What happens to a child who finds that love is made conditional upon good behavior?” Brodie says. “Any child so subtly tormented is likely to develop a continuing hunger for love that is never quite fulfilled, and also to confuse affection with esteem.” That proved to be Jefferson's fate. “Few presidents have been so thin-skinned, few made so wretched by expressions of political and personal antipathy.”8

    Jefferson's sense of closeness to family as well as his notion of “family” as extendable were conditioned by his father, who had seven children and was responsible, with the death of William Randolph, for Randolph's four children. Thomas encouraged marriage within the extended family and always hungered, when away from Monticello, for his “Elysian fields”—that is, to return to his “family.” In effect, “[He] was [forever] trapped in his family and by his family.”9


    Upon the death of Peter Jefferson in 1757, Thomas was granted some 2,500 acres of land on the Rivanna River and some thirty slaves. He was responsible for the education of the younger children and the distribution of his sisters’ portions of land, and he was in charge of all expenses related to Shadwell. He was, Brodie emphasizes, given prodigious responsibility, though he was too young to have power.10 The responsibility-without-power theme is one to which she returns often and puts to use often.

    Jefferson went to school in Fredericksville and was taught by Anglican clergyman James Maury, with whom he boarded during the week. Jefferson wrote nothing about Maury other than he was a “correct classical scholar”—a “clear indication of dislike,” when contrasted with his abundant praise of certain teachers at William and Mary College. Maury, Brodie adds, was a self-righteous Anglican bigot. He hated the Virginian Scots and members of rival religious sects that threatened the Anglican domination of Virginia. As Jefferson lived with Maury when fourteen and fifteen years of age, he doubtless fashioned considerable detestation of the minister and everything for which he stood: conservatism, aristocracy, immaterialism, Anglicanism, bigotry, and self-righteousness. Nonetheless, he was thankful at least for learning aright both Greek and Latin.11

    It was under George Wythe's tutelage, Brodie says, that Jefferson began to flourish as a scholar. Wythe, sixteen years Jefferson's senior, took the young man under his wing and apprenticed him in law for five years. Jefferson studied with Wythe not only law but also political philosophy, Greek and Latin authors, and English literature. Thus, the apprenticeship was not so much “an apprenticeship for law as an apprenticeship for greatness.” Wythe ignited in Jefferson the “passion to make all knowledge his province” and Jefferson patterned his life in such a way to make that come to fruition.12

    Overall, Jefferson's early years—characterized, as Brodie is wont to say, by responsibility without power—were a time of enslavement or suffocation. She writes of the farrago of Jefferson's internal tensions.

    [Jefferson's] humanity was comprised of [sic] more than his loves and his hatred; there was his fear of enslavement clashing with his habits of benevolent despotism, his affection for power tempered by his extraordinary guilt over its abuse, his normal need for sexual fulfillment coupled with his attraction for the forbidden, his hunger for affection and esteem assuaged not only by his multiple friendships and several loves but also by his fanatical obedience to his larger fantasies of what constituted his duty to state. His passion, guilt, indignation, and despair, even his weakness, were all tempered by his intellect. They also served to mold and direct it.13

    In a nutshell, Jefferson's ambivalences were “in the most extraordinary fashion harnessed to creative endeavour” in his visions of perfection: the perfect state, the perfect constitution, the perfect home, the perfect garden, and the perfect university. She sums with metaphors, aplenty and mixed, “The Jefferson legacy, then, may be looked at as a fountain of dazzling complexity, its beauty compounded by the sunlight of his rare intelligence, but its sources of power—including the rewarding but intermittently tragic secret loves—hidden and deep in the earth.”14

    JEFFERSON'S FORBIDDEN FEMALES

    The large mistake of traditional scholars, says Brodie, is to see Jefferson as a “monkish, abstemious, continent, and virtually passionless person”—someone indifferent. She adds, “One of the important reasons that Jefferson's true nature has remained elusive is the insistence of all his previous biographers that after the death of his wife he never felt any lasting affection again for any woman.”15

    It is here that Brodie develops the Freudian/Eriksonian motivation for her thesis.

    But does a man's sexuality atrophy at thirty-nine, especially if he has already demonstrated that he was capable of very great passion? And if he is by nature or upbringing cold and impotent, is not this significantly reflected in his entire personal and political life? All the clinical evidence of our own time suggests a negative answer to the first question, and an affirmative answer to the second. It is true that Jefferson never married again, and the reasons why have been a subject of careful searching in this book. But this searching has been based on the premise that a man's sexuality remains largely undiminished through the years unless it has been badly warped in childhood. Of such warping there is no evidence in Jefferson's life.16

    The argument, therein contained, might be phrased as follows:

    1.   One's sexuality does not much diminish throughout the years, without early warping.

    2.   Jefferson was in his early years a highly sexual person.

    3.   So, Jefferson, upon the death of his wife, was still a highly sexual person. (1 and 2)

    [4.  So, Jefferson, upon the death of his wife, acted on his sexuality.] (3)

    The conclusion, implicit (hence, the brackets around claim 4) in claim 3, is that Jefferson had to act on his libido. Otherwise, he would have drowned in it. That is a queer conclusion, given Brodie's psychoanalytic bent, for it ignores one alternative in keeping with the tenets of psychoanalysis: heightened sublimation.

    That Jefferson was highly sexual is not to say that he was not robustly intellectual. Brodie states, “It is true that Jefferson more than most men did seek to guide his actions by intellect and reason, but he was no less pulled by affection or driven by indignation and rage than the other revolutionaries of his time.”17 She quotes a letter to Maria Cosway (October 12, 1786), in which Jefferson says that the American revolutionaries, had they been guided by their heads, not their hearts, would have been hanging on gallows. Yet that is not necessarily to say that the revolutionary actions were guided by unbridled passion (e.g., raw rage and lust) but instead that they were the result of a sort of indignation, fueled by the “judgment” of the moral-sense faculty, unaided by reason. For Jefferson, the human heart is either the organ that houses the moral-sense faculty or, what is more likely, a metaphor for man's innate moral sensibility.18


    The remainder of Brodie's work is, in a sense, an exploration of the four “forbidden” women of Jefferson's life: Betsy Walker, wife of his good friend John Walker; his own wife, Martha Wayles, a widower with a child; Maria Cosway, coquettish wife of the English artist Richard Cosway; and Sally Hemings, a slave at Monticello and presumed half-sister of Martha Wayles. I cover each in turn.

    First there was Jefferson's early “affair” with Betsy Walker. Brodie suggests that Jefferson's affair with Walker might have “set a new pattern of secrecy for Jefferson in matters of the heart” and effected a “separation of chastity from morality,” which probably remained with him till his death. She notes that Foley in his estimable work The Jefferson Cyclopedia has a heading for morality and virtue, and many passages under each, but no heading for chastity. She says, “Jefferson in his writings stayed clear of the word, though the idea was implicit in an occasional discussion of morality.” She adds, “From age twenty-six to sixty-six many things happened to condition Jefferson's feelings about the value or nonvalue of continence and chastity.” He doubtless learned of many instances of sexual contact between white males and black females in his law practice and might even have seen or participated in sexual contact with black females as a youth. Nonetheless, there is no evidence of promiscuity or that he was casual with his passions. On the contrary, he fell in love “only a few times” and it seems “always with great intensity.”19

    Betsy Walker was the wife of John Walker, a neighbor and intimate friend of Jefferson. In the summer of 1768, John Walker went to Fort Stanwix to help fashion a treaty with American Indians. He asked Jefferson to look after his wife and child in his absence. He even prepared a will and made Jefferson its executor in the event of his failure to return. Jefferson apparently did more than look after Walker's wife. Rumors of an affair eventually leaked to the press during Jefferson's presidency in 1802, and Walker eventually replied to the rumors in 1805.20 Jefferson did not respond publicly to the accusations, but he did admit to one attempt at seduction, which was “unpremeditated” and “accidental.” Brodie quotes Jefferson in a cover letter to Robert Smith (July 1, 1805), secretary of the navy: “You will perceive that I plead guilty to one of their charges, that when young and single I offered love to a handsome lady. I acknolege [sic] its incorrectness.”

    Brodie makes much of Jefferson's use of “incorrectness.” That particular word connotes behavior at odds with established social conventions and not vice—namely, a peccadillo, not a peccancy. That shows Jefferson felt “no overwhelming remorse.” Coveting his neighbor's wife was not a crime; getting caught was. Jefferson's behavior was not sinful, but a mere breach of decorum.21

    Brodie then castigates biographers such as Dumas Malone and Merrill Peterson for making light of the affair.22 “Why have Jefferson biographers been so intent on minimizing these ‘scrapes,’ or indeed effacing them altogether,” she asks. She does admit, at the chapter's end, that there is no way to know precisely what happened between Jefferson and Betsy Walker.23 Brodie's point, however, is that the affair gives evidence of Jefferson's libido at work and, most significant, his interest in forbidden women.

    Jefferson's letter to Robert Smith—a cover letter to a lost letter of denial to Attorney General Levi Lincoln—was written nearly forty years after the incident. That one should express “overwhelming remorse” at an indiscretion that occurred some forty years earlier is pathological, in that it shows incapacity to come to terms with or, at least, escape one's past. It would be strange for a man, whose moral faculty has matured, to express overwhelming remorse some forty years later, especially in light of Jefferson's Stoic-like demeanor and his purchase of intellectual and moral progressivism.24 Jefferson's mind-set was future-focused, not past-focused.

    The second forbidden woman was his wife, Martha Wayles Skelton. Jefferson fell for her in 1770 at the age of twenty-seven. She was “forbidden,” Brodie claims unconvincingly, because there is “slight evidence” that Jefferson's mother disapproved of the marriage and Martha was “matured by marriage, sexually experienced, and also scarred by the tragedy of her husband's death [Bathurst Skelton].” According to the “testimony” of Madison Hemings, son of Jefferson's slave Sally Hemings, Martha's father John Wayles also took one of his slaves, Elizabeth Hemings, as concubine and had by her six children, one of whom was Sally Hemings. Brodie writes, “In matters of miscegenation John Wayles was an important parental model in [Jefferson's] life.”25 He paved the way for Jefferson's relationship with Sally Hemings.

    There are difficulties here. First, John Wayles's paternity of Elizabeth Hemings's children is evidenced only by Madison Hemings's account and, as we shall see in the next chapter, there are good reasons to doubt the truth of many components of the account, so it cannot be taken at face value. Second, Wayles is known to have been involved in slave trading. Why was Wayles for Jefferson an “important parental model” concerning miscegenation and not concerning other things? For instance, why did Jefferson also not involve himself in slave trading as did Wayles? Third, if Wayles's promiscuity was a model for Jefferson, then one can reason likewise that Elizabeth Hemings's promiscuity would similarly have been a model for daughter Sally Hemings. Yet Brodie—and this applies as well to almost all the pro-liaison scholars—is adamant that all six of Sally's children were fathered by Jefferson. Sally was not promiscuous, they affirm.

    Jefferson's third forbidden woman was Maria Cosway, wife of artist Richard Cosway. Brodie writes that the correspondence between Jefferson and Cosway comprises “missives of…ineffable tenderness.” She is at a loss why almost all scholars dismiss them as flirtatious, instead of recognizing their seriousness.

    So overwhelming is the evidence that Jefferson's affection for Maria Cosway was not casual at all that one must conclude that the historians and biographers refuse to believe the evidence only because they do not want to. It upsets their conviction that Jefferson was a man whose heart was always rigidly controlled by his head; it destroys their image of the supreme man of reason; and, more important, it shatters the tenacious myth out of childhood that the father loves only the mother, and the corollary sentimental legend that one great passion fills a whole live [sic] until death.26

    I have read through the epistolary exchange between Jefferson and Cosway, and I fail to see the “ineffable tenderness.” Jefferson never loses himself completely to his emotions in his letters. Even his most vulnerable moment, the billet-doux of October 12, 1786, is a dialog between Head and Heart, as if Heart cannot have its say, unless it duels with Head. In that famous letter, Heart's seeming victory over Head occurs only through the language of Head. Heart, as it were, reasons it out with Head and thereby wins the day. Yet the victory is short-lived. Heart may have won a battle, but Head wins the war, as later letters to Cosway indicate. Jefferson soon comes to recognize that marriage to or a long-term relationship with Cosway is impossible.

    Jefferson's effusions in his Head-and-Heart letter and several other letters leave little reason to doubt that he was in love with Cosway. Moreover, there is no question that Cosway was emotionally overwhelmed by Jefferson's Head-and-Heart letter. Subsequent letters attest to that.27 Yet, was Cosway in love with Jefferson or was this relationship one of unrequited love?

    Jefferson's reserve in most of his missives to Cosway suggests unrequited love. Cosway flirted with Jefferson in cat-and-mouse fashion, as she did with other men. She loved to have men, especially men of power or esteem, vie for her attention and affection. On the morning of December 8, 1787, the two were supposed to meet for breakfast before Cosway was to leave for Calais, with Jefferson accompanying her part of the way. Cosway left prior to the planned breakfast. She explains in a letter (December 10, 1787) that she was “confused and distracted.” On Christmas Day of the same year, she writes that she left without seeing Jefferson because seeing him again would have been too painful. Months later, she states to Jefferson (April 29, 1788): “There are but four people I could wish to pass all my time with. Is this too great a number? when [sic] you are one, even if you don't guess the others I am sure you would not object to.”

    In agreement with Brodie, Jefferson's letters give evidence of knowing of Cosway's coquetry and being powerless in the face of it. Jefferson (January 31, 1788) complains that the only way to enjoy Cosway's company is “en petite comité” (“among intimate friends”). He adds: “You make everybody love you. You are sought and surrounded therefore by all. Your domestic cortege was so numerous, et si imposante [and so imposing], that one could not approach you quite at their ease.” Months later, Jefferson writes (July 30, 1788): “I am sure if the comparison could be fairly made of how much I think of you, or you of me, the former scale would greatly preponderate. Of this I have no right to complain, nor do I complain. You esteem me as much as I deserve. If I love you more, it is because you deserve more.”

    CONDEMNED TO SECRECY

    Jefferson's final forbidden female, slave Sally Hemings, deserves her own section.

    The way people think about Jefferson, Brodie says, is the result not only of what historians have written about him, but also of the “inner needs of the reader in search of a hero.” One must ask whether Jefferson was a celibate, coolheaded Irish clergyman or a casual debaucher of female slaves, she says in black-and-white fashion. “[However,] there remains a third alternative: that he was a man richly endowed with warmth and passion but trapped in a society which savagely punished miscegenation, a man, moreover, whose psychic fate it was to fall in love with the forbidden woman”—his comely slave. Jefferson is not to be faulted, she adds. He was a product of the “society which condemned him to secrecy.”28

    In such a manner, Brodie has a felicitous and ready explanation for Jefferson's cooling of his fiery passion for Cosway: Jefferson in France turned his attention to his fourteen-year-old slave, Sally Hemings.

    It is with her reconstruction of Jefferson's years in Paris that the book takes an odd turn. As Mary-Jo Kline says, despite certain oversimplifications in her psychological generalizations, Brodie “does not serve her readers badly in the first half of her book.” It is when she turns to Jefferson's years in France that Brodie goes astray.

    But the device [of generalization] falters with Jefferson's years in France. Since the course of his negotiations in Europe cannot be easily tied to incidents in his “intimate” life, his performance as a diplomat is ignored, even though this would seem an obvious reflection of a man's “inner” strengths. Instead, Mrs. Brodie devotes herself to an analysis of Jefferson's relations with Maria Cosway and Sally Hemings. And it is Sally Hemings and her children who finally destroy the balance achieved earlier in the biography.29

    For Kline, what Brodie assumes is her pièce de résistance, the Jefferson-Hemings relationship, is ultimately what diminishes the work.

    Kline understates the destruction of balance. Cautious readers eventually come to recognize that there never was balance, because Brodie's “intimate history” is really only about exposing Jefferson's relationship with Hemings. Everything that Brodie has written about Jefferson's early life—his separation anxiety, feelings of entrapment and torment, use of loss of love as leverage, responsibility without power, and desire for omniscience, and so on—was written in an effort to explain his attraction to and undying need of his forbidden slave. What is worse, everything written thereafter seems unneeded. Brodie, it seems, has flimflammed her readers.

    Brodie begins, “The evidence that the real rival was the comely little slave from Monticello, and that their affection began to bloom early in 1788, is complicated and subtle.”30 Her phrasing is a red flag that her use of “evidence” will prove disturbing to traditional, fact-based scholarship.

    Much of the evidence for a relationship is an 1873 “interview” with Madison Hemings, son of Sally Hemings, by editor Samuel Wetmore in the Pike County Republican in Pee Pee, Pike County, Ohio. I give only a small selection of this interview (see Appendix B):

    When Mr. Jefferson went to France [his daughter] Martha was a young woman grown; my mother was about her age, and Maria was just budding into womanhood. Their stay (my mother and Maria's) was about eighteen months. But during that time my mother became Mr. Jefferson's concubine, and when he was called home she was enciente [sic; enceinte or “pregnant”] by him. He desired to bring my mother back to Virginia with him but she demurred. She was just beginning to understand the French language well, and in France she was free, while if she returned to Virginia she would be re-enslaved. So she refused to return with him. To induce her to do so he promised her extraordinary privileges, and made a solemn pledge that her children would be freed at the age of twenty-one years. In consequence of his promises, on which she implicitly relied, she returned with him to Virginia. Soon after their arrival she gave birth to a child, of whom Thomas Jefferson was the father. It lived but a short time. She gave birth to four others, and Jefferson was the father of all of them.31

    Brodie draws plentifully from this “testimony”32 in her book. It is clear that she takes it at face value, as she uses it to trump any testimonial evidence to the contrary, and there is considerable testimonial evidence to the contrary. Yet there are many difficulties with the account, considered in its entirety, not the least of which is that oral tradition is hearsay, which is dubious and inadmissible in court because it is insubstantial. Thus, it does not take the place of genealogical documentation and meticulous historical reconstruction therefrom.33

    First, there is Sally's pregnancy and her refusal to return to Monticello. “The notion that a sixteen-year-old slave [Sally was sixteen when Jefferson would return to America from France] would defy her master and seek to drive a hard bargain with him is incredible on its face,” writes Pulitzer Prize winner Virginius Dabney, author of The Jefferson Scandals. “And there is no evidence that Sally was granted ‘extraordinary privileges’ on her return; actually, there is every reason to believe that her position at Monticello was the same as that of the other house servants…. There is no convincing evidence to support [her pregnancy] either.”34

    Next, there is the blanket statement that Jefferson was Madison's father as well as the father of three others, excluding the child she was supposedly carrying on her return to Monticello. Madison states, later in the account, that Jefferson “was not in the habit of showing partiality or fatherly affection” to him and his siblings, though he was “affectionate to his white grandchildren.”35 Dabney says, “It is inconceivable that a man of Jefferson's temperament, who showered affection and attention upon his white children and grandchildren to an almost excessive degree, would have ignored his ‘black children’ by a woman with whom he was alleged to have been deeply in love for more than a third of a century.”36
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