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"I cannot live without books," wrote Thomas Jefferson, a testament to his profound relationship with literature and learning. This simple yet profound statement reflects his belief in the power of knowledge, which resonates throughout his autobiography, underscoring the value of education and intellectual pursuit. Jefferson, a Renaissance man, felt that literature was not only an escape but also a means to understand the world and himself. His reverence for books encapsulates the memoir’s broader themes of enlightenment and inquiry, inviting readers into the mind of one of America’s founding fathers, who was shaped by his insatiable curiosity and deep moral convictions.

The autobiography of Thomas Jefferson is widely regarded as a classic, not only for its historical significance but also for its literary merit. The narrative encapsulates more than just the life of Jefferson; it reflects the ideals of the Enlightenment and the formation of the American identity. Jefferson's articulate prose, intellectual rigor, and personal insights have inspired generations of readers and writers alike, establishing the book as a critical examination of the founding principles of the United States. The work's resonance with themes such as democracy, individual rights, and the quest for knowledge ensures its place in the canon of American literature.

Written primarily in the last decades of Jefferson's life, the autobiography chronicles pivotal moments that shaped both his personal journey and the trajectory of the nation. From his early life in Virginia to his role in drafting the Declaration of Independence and his presidency, Jefferson offers a candid account of his experiences, beliefs, and reflections. The autobiography is less a traditional memoir and more a philosophical treatise, as it delves into not only his life events but also the ideological framework that informed his decisions. Through his narrative, Jefferson seeks to illuminate the principles underlying American democracy.

Jefferson's intent in writing this autobiography was multifaceted: he aimed to assert the legacy of his contributions while also offering a candid reflection on his life that would resonate with posterity. His narrative provides insight into his motives, revealing his commitment to Enlightenment ideals and his belief in the potential for human progress. As one of the most influential figures in American history, Jefferson’s insights into governance, liberty, and the human experience are timeless. His dual role as a statesman and philosopher is reflected in the nuanced way he recounts his life’s work and its implications for future generations.

The writing style of Jefferson is characterized by eloquence and clarity, reflecting the intellectual environment of his time. A lawyer by training, Jefferson's command of language allowed him to articulate complex ideas with precision and grace. His autobiography is peppered with engaging anecdotes and reflections that not only illustrate his own journey but contextualize the broader struggles and triumphs of the young nation. This combination of personal narrative and philosophical inquiry creates a dynamic reading experience that remains relevant today, as readers appreciate both the historical context and the universal themes that emerge.

A central theme of Jefferson’s autobiography is the interplay between personal virtue and public responsibility. He grapples with the moral implications of leadership, often reflecting on how his values influenced his political decisions. Jefferson did not shy away from discussing his failures and complexities—his relationship with slavery being one of the most contentious points. By confronting these aspects of his character, he invites readers to engage with the contradictions inherent in the founding of a nation that espouses liberty while grappling with issues of equality and justice. This honesty lends a multidimensional quality to his narrative.

Jefferson’s role in the American Revolution and his subsequent pursuit of democratic ideals is portrayed in a way that captures the spirit of the era. His reflections on the challenge of governance and the importance of civic engagement resonate with contemporary discussions about democracy and citizenship. Jefferson's belief in the necessity of an informed electorate—a vision crucial to the health of democracy—is as relevant today as it was in his time. Readers are compelled to consider their responsibilities within the civic framework, evoking conversations about active participation and the role of individual agency in shaping society.

The themes of Enlightenment and intellectual exploration pervade Jefferson's autobiography, as he emphasizes the value of reason, inquiry, and progress. Throughout the narrative, Jefferson reflects on the Enlightenment ideals that inspired him, advocating for a society rooted in knowledge and moral integrity. He positions education as a foundational pillar for democracy, suggesting that informed citizens are essential for the sustenance of liberty. This commitment to enlightenment principles serves as both a guiding philosophy in Jefferson’s life and a call to action for readers, highlighting the laureates of reason in times of uncertainty.

While Jefferson is often celebrated for his contributions to American democracy, his autobiography does not shy away from addressing the more complex aspects of his legacy. His candid reflections on personal failings, including his views on slavery and the moral contradictions of his time, invite readers to engage in discussions about historical context and ethical principles. This self-examination adds depth to his character, presenting a nuanced portrayal of a founding father whose ideals often vacillated between aspiration and reality. Jefferson’s willingness to confront his shortcomings enhances the autobiographical narrative, rendering it both authentic and thought-provoking.

Moreover, Jefferson emphasizes the importance of a lifelong commitment to learning as a means of personal growth and societal renewal. His reflections on the necessity of education, the pursuit of knowledge, and the role of libraries display not only his love of books but also his belief in the shared benefits of enlightenment for all. This theme resonates strongly in today's information-driven society, as we strive to cultivate an educated electorate capable of critical thought. Jefferson's advocacy for education serves as a reminder that the pursuit of knowledge is fundamentally tied to the broader concept of freedom and civil responsibility.

Nature is a recurring motif throughout Jefferson’s autobiography, as he finds solace and inspiration in the natural world. His love for the American landscape is evident in his writings, reflecting both a philosophical and a personal connection to nature. Jefferson's belief in the inherent goodness of the land aligns with his vision for America, as he equated the nation’s agricultural potential with the promise of democracy and self-sufficiency. This connection to place adds a layer of richness to his narrative, engaging readers with the American experience through a lens of appreciation for its resources and people.

The complexity of Jefferson’s relationships—both personal and political—also plays a significant role in his narrative. Friends, rivals, and family members populate his autobiography, presenting a tapestry of interactions that influence his thought and actions. These relationships add texture to the narrative, offering glimpses into the social dynamics of the era. By discussing his interactions with key figures of his time, Jefferson provides not only his personal opinions but also an understanding of the era's political landscape, revealing the intricate web of alliances and disagreements that shaped the development of the young nation.

Jefferson's legacy extends beyond his written words; it is embodied in the institutions and ideas he helped to cultivate. The autobiography serves as a valuable primary source for understanding the principles of governance that informed the United States' political framework. Jefferson’s insights into law, rights, and civic responsibility echo in today’s democratic discourse, illuminating the fundamental principles that continue to guide contemporary governance. His reflections invite readers to critique and uphold these principles, fostering a sense of continuity between past and present affairs.

In discussing American identity, Jefferson weaves a narrative that captures the aspirations and challenges of a nation in its formative years. His exploration of self-government, individual liberties, and societal obligations encapsulates the promise of democracy while thoughtfully addressing its pitfalls. Readers are encouraged to reflect on the ideals versus realities of American life—an exercise that elicits critical thinking about the nation's history and future. In a time when the question of identity remains pressing, Jefferson's autobiography offers a lens through which to explore the core values that unify and challenge us.

The themes of ambition and public service are also prevalent in Jefferson’s narrative, as he details his relentless pursuit of progress not only for himself but for the country at large. His dedication to public office and the responsibilities it entailed showcases the sacrifices and challenges faced by those who serve in leadership roles. Through his experiences, Jefferson advocates for the importance of civic duty, urging readers to recognize the value of contributing to the greater good. This emphasis on public service elevates the autobiography from a personal account to a larger conversation about the responsibilities of citizenship.

Ultimately, Thomas Jefferson's autobiography remains a vital text that continues to inspire and provoke thought. Its enduring themes of enlightenment, democracy, and personal responsibility resonate with readers in today’s complex world, as they grapple with issues of governance, freedom, and moral integrity. Jefferson’s life offers lessons that transcend time, making his narrative not just an account of a historical figure, but also a guide for understanding the challenges and triumphs faced by all those who seek to contribute to society. In this way, his autobiography remains a living document, inviting interpretation and reflection.

In conclusion, the autobiography of Thomas Jefferson is a remarkable journey that intertwines personal narrative with philosophical exploration, forming a seminal text that invites readers to engage with the democratic ideals that shape our nation. Jefferson’s reflections offer insight into his life while simultaneously addressing broader social and political issues that remain relevant today. As contemporary audiences continue to seek meaning in their own lives and societal roles, Jefferson’s commitment to knowledge, ethical governance, and civic duty encourages a renewed exploration of the principles that underpin democracy. His legacy, vividly captured in this autobiography, serves as a beacon for future generations striving for enlightenment and progress.
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In Thomas Jefferson: Autobiography, the author presents a personal narrative that spans Jefferson's life from his early years in Virginia through his significant political career. The autobiography begins with Jefferson's childhood and education, emphasizing his formative years that shaped his values and philosophies. It portrays his deep love for learning and his early exposure to Enlightenment thoughts, which greatly influenced his later beliefs about governance and individual rights. Through reflections on his upbringing, Jefferson sets the stage for his future roles, highlighting the importance of education and intellectual pursuit in shaping leaders.

As the narrative progresses, Jefferson recounts his experiences as a young lawyer and his entry into public service. He details his time in the Virginia legislature, where he began to advocate for religious freedom and education reform. These early political engagements reveal Jefferson's commitment to the principles of democracy and liberty, establishing him as a key figure in the emerging American political landscape. His growing concerns about British policies and the infringement on colonial rights play a pivotal role as he aligns himself with the revolutionary cause.

The autobiography delves into Jefferson's crucial involvement in drafting the Declaration of Independence in 1776, showcasing his role as a leading thinker and statesman. He articulates the philosophical foundations of the document, emphasizing the inherent rights of individuals and the importance of government accountability. Jefferson's reflections on this monumental task highlight both the challenges of articulating a national identity and the collective aspirations of the American people. The narrative captures the revolutionary spirit of the time, illustrating how Jefferson's ideals contributed to the birth of a nation.

Following the Declaration, Jefferson's experiences during the Revolutionary War are detailed, including his role as the Governor of Virginia and his challenges with military leadership and state governance. He reflects on the complexities of wartime leadership, including issues of loyalty, resource management, and the impact of the conflict on everyday citizens. Jefferson's narrative underscores the harsh realities of war and the sacrifices made as they fought for independence. His time as governor further solidifies his commitment to democratic principles, despite the tumultuous landscape surrounding him.

After the war, Jefferson embarked on a diplomatic journey in Europe, representing the United States in France. His observations of European politics, culture, and society offer insights into his views on governance and society. This period enhances his appreciation for different political structures and influences his vision for America’s growth. Jefferson articulates his admiration for European advancements in arts and sciences, and he draws parallels between their political landscapes and the young American experiment. The autobiography uses this period to emphasize the importance of global perspectives in shaping domestic policies.

Upon his return to America, Jefferson played a vital role in the establishment of the University of Virginia, showcasing his commitment to education and enlightenment ideals. He outlines his vision of a public university as a means to educate future generations and promote civic responsibility. The inclusion of education as a cornerstone of democracy shines through, revealing Jefferson’s belief in informed citizenry. His administrative challenges and successes in founding the university further illustrate the intersections of education, governance, and personal belief throughout his life.

As he transitioned into the role of Secretary of State under President Washington, Jefferson faced significant political opposition and ideological divides, particularly with Alexander Hamilton. Jefferson chronicles his differences with Hamilton over issues of federalism and the role of government. The narrative captures the dynamic tensions between differing visions for America’s future, marking the emergence of contrasting political factions. Jefferson’s struggles to uphold his principles while navigating the complexities of the fledgling government highlight the intricacies involved in laying the foundation for modern American politics.

Jefferson’s presidency is a focal point within the autobiography, as he reflects on his political philosophy and major decisions during his administration, such as the Louisiana Purchase. He emphasizes the expansion of the nation while grappling with the philosophical implications of such actions. The narrative reveals the balancing act of his idealism against the practicalities of governance. Jefferson’s introspection regarding his presidency reflects his understanding of legacy and the responsibilities of leadership, illustrating both his successes and the dilemmas he faced while in office.

In conclusion, Thomas Jefferson: Autobiography serves as a profound account of a multifaceted life dedicated to the ideals of democracy, liberty, and education. Through personal reflections and key historical events, Jefferson conveys his vision for America and the enduring principles that guided him throughout his journey. The autobiography not only chronicles his personal milestones but also serves as a testament to the struggles and triumphs of a nation in its formative years. Jefferson’s legacy as a statesman and philosopher remains a critical part of understanding the evolution of American thought and governance.
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Thomas Jefferson’s Autobiography, composed in 1821, offers a personal reflection on the late 18th-century origins of the United States, tracing his early life, education and role in the Continental Congress. It illuminates the intellectual ferment of the American Revolution and the challenge of translating Enlightenment ideals into a new system of self-government.

In the memoir, Jefferson recounts his work in Philadelphia in 1776, especially his drafting of the Declaration of Independence, adopted on July 4 of that year. He explains the colonies’ objections to “taxation without representation” and asserts his principle that “all men are created equal” with certain unalienable rights, framing the ideological foundation of the Revolution.

Although he did not attend the Constitutional Convention of 1787—he was serving as minister to France—Jefferson maintained a vigorous correspondence with key leaders. In his letters he argued for a balance between federal authority and state sovereignty, anticipating debates over how to strengthen the national government without sacrificing local liberties.

During his presidency (1801–1809), Jefferson orchestrated the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, acquiring approximately 828,000 square miles from France for $15 million. In his public messages and private communications he emphasized its importance for securing access to the Mississippi River, promoting westward settlement and sustaining an agrarian republic—a vision he saw as essential to republican virtue.

To protect American neutrality amid the Napoleonic Wars, he championed the Embargo Act of 1807, banning U.S. vessels from engaging in foreign trade. In his dispatches he acknowledged the severe economic hardships it imposed on merchants and seaports, but defended it as a peaceful means of resisting British and French impressment of American sailors.

Jefferson also sponsored the Lewis and Clark Expedition (1804–1806), commissioning the Corps of Discovery to map the newly acquired western territory, study its natural resources and establish diplomatic relations with Native American nations. In his reports he stressed the value of scientific inquiry and the extension of republican ideals across the continent.

A persistent moral and political tension in his career was slavery. Though he condemned the institution in principle and included a strong antislavery clause in his earliest draft of the Declaration (later removed by his colleagues), he remained a slaveholder. This contradiction, evident in both his autobiographical reflections and his later writings, exemplifies the struggle to reconcile human bondage with the new nation’s professed commitment to liberty.

The emergence of the Federalist and Democratic-Republican parties shaped his political battles. As leader of the latter, he denounced Federalist policies—particularly the Alien and Sedition Acts of 1798—as threats to free speech and states’ rights. In the Kentucky Resolution (1798) drafted in his name, he asserted the right of state legislatures to judge the constitutionality of federal laws.

His correspondence also reveals a respect for popular dissent—as when he observed in 1787 that “a little rebellion now and then is a good thing”—and a belief that measured opposition could check governmental overreach, a theme integral to his concept of republican virtue.

In foreign affairs, Jefferson confronted the Barbary Wars (1801–1805) and the undeclared naval hostilities of the Quasi-War with France. He dispatched U.S. naval squadrons against North African corsairs who preyed on American shipping and navigated delicate negotiations following the XYZ Affair (1797–1798). His letters and presidential messages underscore his determination to defend national honor while avoiding permanent entangling alliances.

Although the Second Great Awakening unfolded largely outside his published reminiscences, Jefferson’s lifelong advocacy for separation of church and state and his embrace of Enlightenment rationalism reflect his response to the era’s religious revivals and their influence on public policy.

He also commented on landmark legal developments such as Marbury v. Madison (1803), cautioning in his correspondence against judicial encroachment on legislative authority and insisting on a balanced system of checks and balances.

Finally, the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804) tested his principles: while acknowledging the island’s independence, he expressed concern for its effects on United States slaveholders, illustrating again the tension between his commitment to universal rights and the constraints of political reality.

Taken together, his autobiography and broader body of writings reveal the complexities of founding a republic: the ideals of liberty and equality, the limits of federal power, the role of dissent, and the entanglement of enlightened principles with the social and moral contradictions of the era.
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    Introduction
Thomas Jefferson (1743–1826) was an American statesman, political philosopher, and writer whose words helped define the nation’s ideals. He is best known as the principal author of the Declaration of Independence, the third president of the United States, and the author of Notes on the State of Virginia. A champion of religious liberty and public education, he drafted the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom and later founded the University of Virginia. His writings blend Enlightenment reasoning with clear, persuasive prose that resonated far beyond his era. Jefferson’s legacy is both influential and contested, particularly regarding slavery, a contradiction that continues to shape assessments of his life and work.
Education and Literary Influences
Jefferson received a rigorous classical education in colonial Virginia before attending the College of William and Mary in the early 1760s. There he studied mathematics, philosophy, and natural science, while also reading law under the eminent jurist George Wythe. He developed a disciplined habit of study that continued throughout his life, building a personal library that informed his writing, legislative drafting, and public service. His legal training sharpened his analytic method, and exposure to scientific inquiry reinforced his empirical bent. These foundations prepared him for the careful argumentation and measured style evident in his public papers, private correspondence, and published works.
His intellectual formation drew heavily on the Enlightenment. Jefferson revered Francis Bacon, John Locke, and Isaac Newton, whose approaches to empiricism, natural rights, and scientific method shaped his thought. He also read Montesquieu on the separation of powers and engaged with classical authors, including Cicero, whose republican ideals appealed to him. The Scottish Enlightenment’s moral philosophy and political economy informed his views on civic virtue and education. These influences, combined with legal and historical reading, yielded a prose that sought clarity over ornament and reason over authority. They also equipped Jefferson to translate abstract principles into policy, legislation, and persuasive public documents.
Literary Career
Jefferson’s most celebrated act of authorship came in 1776, when he drafted the Declaration of Independence for the Continental Congress’s Committee of Five. Drawing on natural rights philosophy and colonial grievances, he composed a concise argument for political separation grounded in universal principles. Congress revised his draft, but the text retained its essential structure and tone. Widely reprinted in North America and Europe, the Declaration established Jefferson’s reputation as a writer capable of elevating political aims to moral claims. Its ringing phrases about equality and rights became touchstones for later generations seeking to extend the document’s promises.
Notes on the State of Virginia, written in the early 1780s and published mid-decade, is Jefferson’s only full-length book. Organized as responses to queries, it surveys Virginia’s laws, economy, natural history, geography, and society. The work displays Jefferson’s empirical habits, from climate observations to descriptions of wildlife, and it provided European readers with a systematic account of the American environment and institutions. Notes also contains troubling racial theorizing that has drawn sustained criticism, revealing deep contradictions in his thought. Nonetheless, the book became a key text for understanding early American society and Jefferson’s evolving vision for the republic.
Jefferson’s legislative writings further burnished his reputation. He drafted the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom in the late 1770s, framing conscience as a natural right and helping disestablish the Anglican Church in Virginia when the statute was enacted in the 1780s. He also wrote countless public papers and private letters that circulated widely, commenting on constitutional design, education, and economic policy. In 1798, he secretly authored the Kentucky Resolutions, arguing that the Alien and Sedition Acts violated constitutional liberties. These writings, often composed under political pressure, balanced legal reasoning with plain style, shaping debates on federal power and civil rights.
In later years, Jefferson undertook reflective and devotional projects that reveal his rationalist method. He compiled The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth, often called the Jefferson Bible, extracting what he saw as the ethical teachings of Jesus while omitting miracles. He also wrote an Autobiography beginning in the early 1820s, narrating his public life through the early federal period and explaining his legislative aims. His extensive correspondence with contemporaries such as John Adams became a de facto public forum, discussing philosophy, history, and the future of the United States. Over time, scholars have treated these writings as indispensable windows into his mind.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Jefferson’s core beliefs centered on natural rights, popular sovereignty, and the civic capacity of an educated citizenry. He viewed religious liberty as foundational to a free society and championed the separation of church and state, most notably through the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom. He favored decentralized government and a modest executive, warned against permanent armies and entrenched privilege, and placed confidence in independent farmers as the republic’s backbone. A strong proponent of public education, he saw schooling as essential to self-government. These principles animated his policies and infused the lucid, measured language of his public writings and private correspondence.
Committed to civil liberties, Jefferson opposed the Alien and Sedition Acts, arguing they threatened constitutional protections for speech and press. Through the Kentucky Resolutions, he advanced a critique of federal overreach that sharpened arguments about states’ rights and individual freedoms. In office, he sought to reduce the national debt and eliminate certain internal taxes, reflecting his preference for limited government. The Louisiana Purchase, though not squarely anticipated by his strict constitutional scruples, showed pragmatic flexibility in service of republican expansion. Throughout, Jefferson used letters, reports, and legislative drafts to advocate principles while navigating the complexities of governance in a young nation.
Jefferson’s record on slavery presents a profound and widely acknowledged contradiction. He condemned the institution in principle and supported measures such as the federal ban on the transatlantic slave trade that took effect in the early 1800s, yet he enslaved people throughout his life and benefited from their labor. Notes on the State of Virginia includes assertions about race that have been strongly criticized. Late twentieth-century DNA evidence linked a Jefferson male to descendants of the Hemings family; most historians attribute paternity to Jefferson, deepening scrutiny of his private life and public ideals. This tension remains central to assessments of his thought and actions.
Final Years & Legacy
After leaving the presidency, Jefferson retired to Monticello, continued an influential correspondence, and devoted himself to founding the University of Virginia in 1819, shaping its curriculum, governance, and architecture. Following the destruction of the congressional library during the War of 1812, he sold his extensive personal collection to help rebuild the Library of Congress, reflecting his faith in knowledge as a public good. He worked on his Autobiography and refined his compilation of the Gospels. Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. He requested to be remembered for three achievements: the Declaration, the Statute for Religious Freedom, and the university.
Jefferson’s long-term impact is vast. The Declaration’s language about rights and equality has inspired reformers across centuries and borders, shaping debates about democracy and human dignity. His advocacy for religious freedom and public education left enduring institutional legacies, while the University of Virginia remains a testament to his architectural vision and curricular ideals. At the same time, his enslavement of people and racial views have prompted searching reassessment, ensuring his legacy is studied with both admiration and critique. Jefferson’s writings continue to be read for their clarity and ambition, offering a foundational yet contested account of American republican principles.
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January 6, 1821. At the age of 77, I begin to make some memoranda, and state some recollections of dates and facts concerning myself[1q], for my own more ready reference, and for the information of my family.

The tradition in my father's family was, that their ancestor came to this country from Wales, and from near the mountain of Snowdon[1], the highest in Great Britain. I noted once a case from Wales, in the law reports, where a person of our name was either plaintiff or defendant; and one of the same name was secretary to the Virginia Company[2]. These are the only instances in which I have met with the name in that country. I have found it in our early records; but the first particular information I have of any ancestor was of my grandfather, who lived at the place in Chesterfield called Ozborne's, and owned the lands afterwards the glebe of the parish. He had three sons; Thomas who died young, Field who settled on the waters of Roanoke and left numerous descendants, and Peter, my father, who settled on the lands I still own, called Shadwell, adjoining my present residence. He was born February 29, 1707-8, and intermarried 1739, with Jane Randolph, of the age of 19, daughter of Isham Randolph, one of the seven sons of that name and family, settled at Dungeoness in Goochland. They trace their pedigree far back in England and Scotland, to which let every one ascribe the faith and merit he chooses. 

My father's education had been quite neglected; but being of a strong mind, sound judgment, and eager after information, he read much and improved himself, insomuch that he was chosen, with Joshua Fry, Professor of Mathematics in William and Mary college[4], to continue the boundary line between Virginia and North Carolina, which had been begun by Colonel Byrd; and was afterwards employed with the same Mr. Fry, to make the first map of Virginia which had ever been made, that of Captain Smith being merely a conjectural sketch. They possessed excellent materials for so much of the country as is below the blue ridge; little being then known beyond that ridge. He was the third or fourth settler, about the year 1737, of the part of the country in which I live. He died, August 17th, 1757, leaving my mother a widow, who lived till 1776, with six daughters and two sons, myself the elder. To my younger brother he left his estate on James River,[4q] called Snowden, after the supposed birth-place of the family: to myself, the lands on which I was born and live.

He placed me at the English school at five years of age;[2q] and at the Latin at nine, where I continued until his death. My teacher, Mr. Douglas, a clergyman from Scotland, with the rudiments of the Latin and Greek languages, taught me the French; and on the death of my father, I went to the Reverend Mr. Maury, a correct classical scholar, with whom I continued two years; and then, to wit, in the spring of 1760, went to William and Mary college, where I continued two years. It was my great good fortune, and what probably fixed the destinies of my life, that Dr. William Small[5] of Scotland, was then professor of Mathematics, a man profound in most of the useful branches of science, with a happy talent of communication, correct and gentlemanly manners, and an enlarged and liberal mind. He, most happily for me, became soon attached to me, and made me his daily companion when not engaged in the school; and from his conversation I got my first views of the expansion of science, and of the system of things in which we are placed. Fortunately, the philosophical chair became vacant soon after my arrival at college, and he was appointed to fill it per interim: and  he was the first who ever gave, in that college, regular lectures in Ethics, Rhetoric and Belles lettres. He returned to Europe in 1762, having previously filled up the measure of his goodness to me, by procuring for me, from his most intimate friend, George Wythe[6], a reception as a student of law, under his direction, and introduced me to the acquaintance and familiar table of Governor Fauquier, the ablest man who had ever filled that office. With him, and at his table, Dr. Small and Mr. Wythe, his amici omnium horarum, and myself, formed a partie quarree, and to the habitual conversations on these occasions I owed much instruction. Mr. Wythe continued to be my faithful and beloved mentor in youth, and my most affectionate friend through life. In 1767, he led me into the practice of the law at the bar of the General court[7], at which I continued until the Revolution shut up the courts of justice.[1]

In 1769, I became a member of the legislature by the choice of the county in which I live,[3q] and so continued until it was closed by the Revolution. I made one effort in that body for the permission of the emancipation of slaves[9], which was rejected: and indeed, during the regal government, nothing liberal could expect success. Our minds were circumscribed within narrow limits, by an habitual belief that it was our duty to be subordinate to the mother country in all matters of government, to direct all our labors in subservience to her interests, and even to observe a bigoted intolerance for all religions but hers. The difficulties with our representatives were of habit and despair,[5q] not of reflection and conviction. Experience soon proved that they could bring their minds to rights,[7q] on the first summons of their attention. But the King[17]'s Council, which acted as another house of legislature, held their places at will, and were in most humble obedience to that will: the Governor too, who had a negative on our laws, held by the same tenure, and with still greater devotedness to it: and, last of all, the Royal negative closed the last door to every hope of amelioration. 

On the 1st of January, 1772, I was married to Martha Skelton, widow of Bathurst Skelton, and daughter of John Wayles, then twenty-three years old. Mr. Wayles was a lawyer of much practice, to which he was introduced more by his great industry, punctuality, and practical readiness, than by eminence in the science of his profession. He was a most agreeable companion, full of pleasantry and good humor, and welcomed in every society. He acquired a handsome fortune, and died in May, 1773, leaving three daughters: the portion which came on that event to Mrs. Jefferson, after the debts should be paid, which were very considerable, was about equal to my own patrimony, and consequently doubled the ease of our circumstances.

When the famous Resolutions of 1765, against the Stamp-act, were proposed, I was yet a student of law in Williamsburgh. I attended the debate, however, at the door of the lobby of the House of Burgesses[8], and heard the splendid display of Mr. Henry's talents as a popular orator. They were great indeed; such as I have never heard from any other man. He appeared to me to speak as Homer wrote. Mr. Johnson, a lawyer, and member from the Northern Neck, seconded the resolutions, and by him the learning and the logic of the case were chiefly maintained. My recollections of these transactions may be seen page 60 of the life of Patrick Henry, by Wirt, to whom I furnished them.

In May, 1769, a meeting of the General Assembly was called by the Governor, Lord Botetourt[10]. I had then become a member; and to that meeting became known the joint resolutions and address of the Lords and Commons, of 1768-9, on the proceedings in Massachusetts. Counter-resolutions, and an address to the King by the House of Burgesses, were agreed to with little opposition, and a spirit manifestly displayed itself of considering the cause of Massachusetts as a common one. The Governor dissolved us: but we met the next day in the Apollo[2] of the Raleigh tavern, formed ourselves into a voluntary convention, drew up articles of association against the use of any merchandise imported from Great Britain, signed and recommended them  to the people, repaired to our several counties, and were re-elected without any other exception than of the very few who had declined assent to our proceedings.

Nothing of particular excitement occurring for a considerable time, our countrymen seemed to fall into a state of insensibility to our situation; the duty on tea, not yet repealed, and the declaratory act of a right in the British Parliament[11] to bind us by their laws in all cases whatsoever, still suspended over us. But a court of inquiry held in Rhode Island in 1762, with a power to send persons to England to be tried for offences committed here, was considered, at our session of the spring of 1773, as demanding attention. Not thinking our old and leading members up to the point of forwardness and zeal which the times required, Mr. Henry, Richard Henry Lee, Francis L. Lee, Mr. Carr and myself agreed to meet in the evening, in a private room of the Raleigh, to consult on the state of things. There may have been a member or two more whom I do not recollect. We were all sensible that the most urgent of all measures was that of coming to an understanding with all the other colonies, to consider the British claims as a common cause to all, and to produce a unity of action: and, for this purpose, that a committee of correspondence in each colony would be the best instrument for inter-communication: and that their first measure would probably be, to propose a meeting of deputies from every colony, at some central place, who should be charged with the direction of the measures which should be taken by all. We, therefore, drew up the resolutions which may be seen in Wirt, page 87. The consulting members proposed to me to move them, but I urged that it should be done by Mr. Carr, my friend and brother-in-law, then a new member, to whom I wished an opportunity should be given of making known to the house his great worth and talents. It was so agreed; he moved them, they were agreed to nem. con., and a committee of correspondence appointed, of whom Peyton Randolph, the speaker, was chairman. The Governor (then Lord Dunmore) dissolved us, but the committee met the next day, prepared a circular letter to the speakers of the other colonies, inclosing  to each a copy of the resolutions, and left it in charge with their chairman to forward them by expresses.

The origination of these committees of correspondence between the colonies has been since claimed for Massachusetts, and Marshall[3] has given into this error, although the very note of his appendix to which he refers, shows that their establishment was confined to their own towns. This matter will be seen clearly stated in a letter of Samuel Adams Wells to me of April 2nd, 1819, and my answer of May 12th. I was corrected by the letter of Mr. Wells in the information I had given Mr. Wirt, as stated in his note, page 87, that the messengers of Massachusetts and Virginia crossed each other on the way, bearing similar propositions; for Mr. Wells shows that Massachusetts did not adopt the measure, but on the receipt of our proposition, delivered at their next session. Their message, therefore, which passed ours, must have related to something else, for I well remember Peyton Randolph's informing me of the crossing of our messengers.[4]

The next event which excited our sympathies for Massachusetts, was the Boston port bill, by which that port was to be shut up on the 1st of June, 1774. This arrived while we were in session in the spring of that year. The lead in the House, on these subjects, being no longer left to the old members, Mr. Henry, R. H. Lee, Fr. L. Lee, three or four other members, whom I do not recollect, and myself, agreeing that we must boldly take an unequivocal stand in the line with Massachusetts, determined to meet and consult on the proper measures, in the council-chamber, for the benefit of the library in that room. We were under conviction of the necessity of arousing our people from the lethargy into which they had fallen, as to passing events; and thought that the appointment of a day of general fasting and prayer would be most likely to call up and alarm their attention. No example of such a solemnity had existed since the days of our distresses in the war of '55, since which a new generation had grown up. With the help, therefore, of Rushworth, whom we rummaged over for the revolutionary precedents and forms of  the Puritans of that day, preserved by him, we cooked up a resolution, somewhat modernizing their phrases, for appointing the 1st day of June, on which the port-bill was to commence, for a day of fasting, humiliation, and prayer, to implore Heaven to avert from us the evils of civil war, to inspire us with firmness in support of our rights, and to turn the hearts of the King and Parliament to moderation and justice. To give greater emphasis to our proposition, we agreed to wait the next morning on Mr. Nicholas, whose grave and religious character was more in unison with the tone of our resolution, and to solicit him to move it. We accordingly went to him in the morning. He moved it the same day; the 1st of June was proposed; and it passed without opposition. The Governor dissolved us, as usual. We retired to the Apollo, as before, agreed to an association, and instructed the committee of correspondence to propose to the corresponding committees of the other colonies, to appoint deputies to meet in Congress at such place, annually, as should be convenient, to direct, from time to time, the measures required by the general interest: and we declared that an attack on any one colony, should be considered as an attack on the whole. This was in May. We further recommended to the several counties to elect deputies to meet at Williamsburgh, the 1st of August ensuing, to consider the state of the colony, and particularly to appoint delegates to a general Congress, should that measure be acceded to by the committees of correspondence generally. It was acceded to; Philadelphia was appointed for the place, and the 5th of September for the time of meeting. We returned home, and in our several counties invited the clergy to meet assemblies of the people on the 1st of June, to perform the ceremonies of the day, and to address to them discourses suited to the occasion. The people met generally, with anxiety and alarm in their countenances, and the effect of the day, through the whole colony, was like a shock of electricity, arousing every man, and placing him erect and solidly on his centre. They chose, universally, delegates for the convention. Being elected one for my own county, I prepared a draught of instructions to be given to the delegates whom we  should send to the Congress, which I meant to propose at our meeting.[5] In this I took the ground that, from the beginning, I had thought the only one orthodox or tenable, which was, that the relation between Great Britain and these colonies was exactly the same as that of England and Scotland, after the accession of James, and until the union, and the same as her present relations with Hanover, having the same executive chief, but no other necessary political connection; and that our emigration from England to this country gave her no more rights over us, than the emigrations of the Danes and Saxons gave to the present authorities of the mother country, over England. In this doctrine, however, I had never been able to get any one to agree with me but Mr. Wythe. He concurred in it from the first dawn of the question, What was the political relation between us and England? Our other patriots, Randolph, the Lees, Nicholas, Pendleton, stopped at the half-way house of John Dickinson, who admitted that England had a right to regulate our commerce, and to lay duties on it for the purposes of regulation, but not of raising revenue. But for this ground there was no foundation in compact, in any acknowledged principles of colonization, nor in reason: expatriation being a natural right, and acted on as such, by all nations, in all ages. I set out for Williamsburg some days before that appointed for our meeting, but was taken ill of a dysentery[3] on the road, and was unable to proceed. I sent on, therefore, to Williamsburgh, two copies of my draught, the one under cover to Peyton Randolph, who I knew would be in the chair of the convention, the other to Patrick Henry. Whether Mr. Henry disapproved the ground taken, or was too lazy to read it (for he was the laziest man in reading I ever knew) I never learned: but he communicated it to nobody. Peyton Randolph informed the convention he had received such a paper from a member, prevented by sickness from offering it in his place, and he laid it on the table for perusal. It was read generally by the members, approved by many, though thought too bold for the present state of things; but they printed it in pamphlet form, under the title of  "A Summary View of the Rights of British America." It found its way to England, was taken up by the opposition, interpolated a little by Mr. Burke so as to make it answer opposition purposes, and in that form ran rapidly through several editions. This information I had from Parson Hurt, who happened at the time to be in London, whither he had gone to receive clerical orders; and I
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	We therefore the representatives of the United States of America in General Congress assembled, do in the name, and by the authority of the good people of these [states reject and renounce all allegiance and subjection to the kings of Great Britain and all others who may hereafter claim by, through or under them; we utterly dissolve all political connection which may heretofore have subsisted between us and the people or parliament of Great Britain: and finally we do assert and declare these colonies to be free and independent states,] and that as free and independent states, they have full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which independent states may of right do. And for the support of this declaration, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.
	We, therefore, the representatives of the United States of America in General Congress assembled, appealing to the supreme judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, do in the name, and by the authority of the good people of these colonies, solemnly publish and declare, that these united colonies are, and of right ought to be free and independent states; that they are absolved from all allegiance to the British crown, and that all political connection between them and the state of Great Britain is, and  ought to be, totally dissolved, and that as free and independent states, they have full power to levy war, conclude peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which independent states may of right do. And for the support of this declaration, with a firm reliance on the protection of divine providence, we mutually pledge to each other our lives, our fortunes, and our sacred honor.
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	There would be necessary for the year '88—
	531,937-10



	
	
	'89—
	538,540



	
	
	'90—
	473,540



	
	
	Total,
	1,544,017-10



	
	
	Florins.
	



	To meet this, the bankers had in hand,
	79,268-2-8
	



	and the unsold bonds would yield,
	542,800
	622,068-2-8



	Leaving a deficit of
	
	921,949-7-4



	We proposed then to borrow a million, yielding
	
	920,000



	
	Which would leave a small deficiency of
	1,949-7-4
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