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The World Thomas Jefferson Was Born Into

Long before the United States of America existed as a nation, long before its flag flew over government buildings or its Constitution became a model for democracies around the world, there was a stretch of land along the eastern coast of North America that belonged to the British Empire. This land was divided into thirteen colonies, each with its own character, its own economy, and its own way of life. It was into this world — a world of colonial ambition, agricultural labor, rigid social hierarchies, and simmering intellectual curiosity — that Thomas Jefferson was born on April 13, 1743. To understand who Jefferson became, and why he mattered so profoundly to the founding of a new nation, we must first understand the world that shaped him. That world was not the America we know today. It was a place caught between the old traditions of Europe and the raw, untamed promise of a continent that most Europeans had only recently begun to explore and settle. It was a world of contradictions, where talk of liberty coexisted with the brutal institution of slavery, where vast wilderness bordered elegant plantation homes, and where the ideas of ancient philosophers mingled with the practical demands of frontier survival.

The story begins with Virginia, the oldest and, in many ways, the most influential of the thirteen British colonies in North America. Virginia was founded in 1607 when a group of English settlers established a small outpost at Jamestown along the banks of the James River. Those early years were brutal. The settlers faced starvation, disease, conflicts with the Indigenous peoples whose land they had invaded, and a general lack of preparedness for the realities of life in the wilderness. Many of them had come looking for gold or a quick route to Asia, and they were bitterly disappointed by what they found instead: swampy ground, oppressive heat in summer, freezing cold in winter, and no treasure to speak of. It took years of suffering, waves of new arrivals, and a great deal of death before the colony found its footing. What saved Virginia, ultimately, was not gold but a plant — tobacco. In the early 1600s, a settler named John Rolfe began experimenting with tobacco cultivation, and the crop proved enormously profitable. Tobacco grew well in Virginia’s warm, humid climate and its rich soil, and there was an insatiable demand for it back in England and across Europe. Within a few decades, tobacco had transformed Virginia from a struggling outpost into a thriving colony, and it had set in motion a series of social and economic patterns that would define the region for centuries to come.

Tobacco was not an easy crop to grow. It was labor-intensive, requiring vast amounts of land and a large workforce to plant, tend, harvest, and cure the leaves. In the earliest years, much of this labor was provided by indentured servants — men and women, mostly from England, who agreed to work for a set number of years in exchange for passage to the New World. Once their period of service was complete, they were free to claim land of their own and start new lives. But as the demand for labor grew and the supply of willing indentured servants declined, the Virginia planters turned increasingly to a far darker source of workers: enslaved Africans. The first recorded arrival of enslaved Africans in Virginia occurred in 1619, when a ship brought approximately twenty captive people to the colony. At first, the legal status of these individuals was ambiguous, and some were treated more like indentured servants than lifelong slaves. But over the course of the seventeenth century, the laws of Virginia hardened into a rigid system of racial slavery. By the time Thomas Jefferson was born in the 1740s, slavery was deeply embedded in every aspect of Virginia’s economy, its social structure, and its legal code. Enslaved people were considered property. They could be bought, sold, inherited, and punished at will. Their children were born into slavery. There was no path to freedom except at the discretion of the slaveholder, and such generosity was exceedingly rare. This was the world Jefferson was born into — a world where human beings were held in bondage so that other human beings could grow wealthy from the sale of a leaf.

The society that tobacco and slavery created in Virginia was highly stratified. At the top sat the planter aristocracy — a small number of wealthy families who owned vast estates, hundreds or even thousands of acres of land, and dozens or hundreds of enslaved people. These families — the Randolphs, the Carters, the Lees, the Byrds, and others — formed a tightly knit ruling class. They intermarried, served together in the colonial government, worshiped in the same Anglican churches, and controlled most of the colony’s wealth and political power. Their homes were modeled on the grand country estates of the English gentry, and they saw themselves as the New World equivalent of English lords. They imported fine furniture, books, clothing, and wine from London. They hosted elaborate dinners and dances. They prided themselves on their manners, their education, and their sense of civic duty. Below them on the social ladder were the middling planters — families who owned smaller tracts of land and perhaps a handful of enslaved workers. These families were comfortable but far from wealthy, and they aspired to rise into the ranks of the planter elite. Below them still were the poor whites — tenant farmers, laborers, and frontiersmen who owned little or no land and lived hardscrabble lives on the margins of colonial society. And at the very bottom, with no rights, no freedom, and no legal standing as human beings, were the enslaved Africans and their descendants, whose unpaid labor made the entire system possible.

Thomas Jefferson’s family occupied a distinctive place within this hierarchy. His mother, Jane Randolph, came from one of the most prestigious families in Virginia. The Randolphs were among the colony’s original aristocracy, well connected, well educated, and wealthy. Through his mother, Jefferson had access to the highest levels of Virginia society. His father, Peter Jefferson, was a different sort of man. Peter was not born into the planter elite. He was a self-made man — a surveyor, a farmer, and a man of considerable physical strength and practical intelligence. He had carved out a large estate in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains through hard work, shrewd land deals, and sheer determination. Peter Jefferson was respected not for his bloodline but for his competence, and he instilled in his son a belief in the value of merit, effort, and self-improvement. The marriage of Peter Jefferson and Jane Randolph brought together two strands of Virginia society — inherited privilege and earned achievement — and this combination would prove formative for their eldest son. Thomas Jefferson would grow up believing deeply in both the importance of education and the dignity of personal effort, even as he benefited enormously from the wealth and status that slavery and inherited land provided.

The physical landscape of Jefferson’s childhood was as important as the social one. The Jefferson family estate, called Shadwell, sat in Albemarle County, in the rolling foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains in central Virginia. This was not the flat, swampy Tidewater region near the coast where the oldest and wealthiest planter families had their estates. It was the Piedmont — a region of gently rising hills, thick forests, clear streams, and fertile soil that was still being settled in the early eighteenth century. The Piedmont was frontier country, and life there had a rougher, more independent quality than life in the established Tidewater. Families like the Jeffersons lived closer to the land and closer to the wilderness. The Blue Ridge Mountains rose to the west like a great green wall, and beyond them lay the vast, largely unexplored interior of the continent — the Shenandoah Valley, the Ohio River country, and endless miles of forest and prairie that stretched toward the Mississippi and beyond. Growing up in this landscape gave Jefferson a lifelong love of nature, of open spaces, and of the idea that America’s future lay in westward expansion. He would carry this vision with him into the presidency, when he would authorize the Louisiana Purchase and send Lewis and Clark to explore the continent all the way to the Pacific Ocean.

But to understand Jefferson’s world, we must also understand the broader political context in which the American colonies existed. In the mid-eighteenth century, the thirteen colonies were part of the vast British Empire, which spanned the globe. Britain controlled territory in North America, the Caribbean, India, Africa, and elsewhere. The colonies were governed under a system that historians call mercantilism — an economic philosophy that held that colonies existed primarily to enrich the mother country. Under this system, the American colonies were expected to produce raw materials — tobacco, cotton, indigo, timber, fish, and furs — and ship them to Britain, where they would be manufactured into finished goods. Those finished goods were then sold back to the colonists at a profit. The colonists were forbidden, or at least strongly discouraged, from developing their own manufacturing industries. They were also required to trade primarily with Britain and to use British ships for their commerce. In theory, the system was supposed to benefit everyone: Britain got cheap raw materials and a captive market for its goods, while the colonies got military protection, access to British markets, and the prestige of being part of the world’s most powerful empire. In practice, many colonists chafed under these restrictions. They saw themselves as enterprising, self-reliant people who were perfectly capable of managing their own economic affairs, and they resented being treated as subordinate suppliers to a distant government in London.

The political relationship between the colonies and Britain was complicated. Each colony had its own local government, usually consisting of a governor appointed by the king and a colonial legislature elected by the property-owning men of the colony. In Virginia, this legislature was called the House of Burgesses, and it was one of the oldest representative assemblies in the New World, having been established in 1619 — the same year that the first enslaved Africans arrived. The House of Burgesses gave Virginia’s planter class a forum for self-governance, and its members took great pride in their role as lawmakers. They debated taxation, land policy, relations with Indigenous peoples, and the regulation of trade. They modeled their proceedings on the British Parliament and saw themselves as exercising the same rights and liberties that Englishmen at home enjoyed. This was a crucial point, and it would become one of the central arguments of the American Revolution: the colonists believed that, as British subjects, they were entitled to the same political rights as people living in Britain, including the right not to be taxed without their consent. When the British government began imposing new taxes on the colonies in the 1760s without consulting the colonial legislatures, it struck at the heart of this belief and set the stage for rebellion.

But politics alone did not define the world Jefferson was born into. There was also a revolution of ideas taking place, and it would prove just as important as any political or economic conflict. The eighteenth century was the age of the Enlightenment — a sweeping intellectual movement that originated in Europe and reshaped the way people thought about government, religion, science, human nature, and the rights of individuals. The Enlightenment thinkers — philosophers, scientists, and writers like John Locke, Isaac Newton, Voltaire, Montesquieu, and many others — championed reason, observation, and evidence as the foundations of knowledge. They challenged the authority of kings and churches. They argued that human beings had natural rights — rights that were not granted by any government but were inherent in human nature itself. Among the most important of these thinkers for the American colonies was the English philosopher John Locke, who argued that all people were born with the rights to life, liberty, and property, and that the purpose of government was to protect those rights. If a government failed to do so, Locke argued, the people had the right to overthrow it and establish a new one. These ideas were revolutionary, and they found fertile ground in the American colonies, where many educated men were already skeptical of distant authority and deeply committed to the idea of self-governance.

In Virginia, the Enlightenment’s influence was felt most strongly among the planter elite, who had the wealth and leisure to read widely and engage with new ideas. Many of the great planters maintained large personal libraries and corresponded with intellectuals in Britain and Europe. The College of William and Mary, founded in 1693 in the colonial capital of Williamsburg, was a center of Enlightenment thought in the southern colonies. It was here that Jefferson would later receive his education, studying under professors who introduced him to the works of Locke, Newton, and the classical philosophers of Greece and Rome. But even before Jefferson set foot in a classroom, the intellectual atmosphere of colonial Virginia was steeped in these ideas. Conversations at dinner tables, in taverns, and in the halls of the House of Burgesses were filled with references to natural rights, the social contract, and the proper limits of governmental power. The men who would eventually lead the American Revolution — George Washington, Patrick Henry, James Madison, and Jefferson himself — were products of this intellectual environment. They did not invent the ideas of liberty and self-governance. They inherited them from the Enlightenment, adapted them to the American context, and ultimately put them into practice on a scale that the European philosophers had never imagined.

Religion also played a significant role in shaping the world Jefferson was born into. The official church of Virginia was the Church of England, also known as the Anglican Church. Every parish had its church building, its minister, and its vestry — a board of leading citizens who managed the church’s affairs and, by extension, many aspects of local government. Attendance at church was expected, and in earlier periods it had been legally required. The Anglican Church was closely tied to the colonial government, and the planter elite dominated both institutions. Ministers were paid from public funds, and the church served as a social gathering place as much as a house of worship. But beneath this official surface, the religious landscape of the colonies was far more diverse and dynamic than it appeared. Baptists, Presbyterians, Quakers, and other dissenting groups were growing rapidly, particularly on the frontier and among the lower classes. These groups rejected the hierarchical structure of the Anglican Church and emphasized personal faith, emotional worship, and the equality of all believers before God. Their presence created tensions with the established church and with the political authorities who supported it. Jefferson would later become a fierce advocate for religious freedom, arguing that the government had no right to dictate what people believed or how they worshiped. This conviction, too, had its roots in the world he grew up in — a world where the established church was powerful but increasingly challenged by those who demanded the right to worship according to their own conscience.

Daily life in colonial Virginia, for those who were free, followed the rhythms of agriculture and the seasons. Spring was the time for planting — tobacco, corn, wheat, and vegetables. Summer was a time of tending crops, enduring the heat, and battling insects and disease. Fall brought the harvest, the most critical time of the year, when the success or failure of a family’s efforts was finally revealed. Winter was a time for rest, repair, and socializing. For the planter families, life could be remarkably comfortable. Their homes, while not as grand as English country houses, were often spacious and well furnished. They ate well, dressing their tables with local game, fish, vegetables, and imported luxuries like tea, sugar, and wine. They entertained frequently, hosting neighbors for dinners, dances, and card games. Horse racing was a popular pastime, and the Virginia gentry were passionate about their horses. Music, too, was valued, and many planters played instruments or employed musicians for their gatherings. Education was considered essential for the sons of the elite, though it was often informal — conducted by private tutors or at small local schools rather than in large institutions. Daughters received a different kind of education, focused on household management, needlework, music, and the social graces expected of a gentlewoman. For the poor and for the enslaved, life was far harsher. Poor whites struggled to feed their families and had little access to education or social advancement. Enslaved people endured backbreaking labor from dawn to dusk, lived in crude cabins, ate simple food, and faced the constant threat of violence, separation from their families, and the indignity of being treated as less than human.

The world beyond Virginia was also in a state of flux during the years leading up to Jefferson’s birth. The great European powers — Britain, France, and Spain — were locked in a constant struggle for dominance in North America. France controlled a vast territory stretching from Canada down through the interior of the continent along the Mississippi River to the port of New Orleans. Spain held Florida and much of the land west of the Mississippi. Britain held the thirteen colonies along the eastern seaboard and coveted the rich lands of the interior. These rival claims led to frequent conflicts, both between the European powers themselves and between the colonists and the Indigenous nations who inhabited the contested territories. The most significant of these conflicts, the French and Indian War, would erupt in 1754, just eleven years after Jefferson’s birth. That war would have enormous consequences. It would drive France out of North America, vastly expand British territory, and leave the British government deeply in debt — a debt that it would attempt to pay off by taxing the American colonies, thereby igniting the chain of events that led to the American Revolution.

The Indigenous peoples of Virginia and the broader region were an integral part of the world Jefferson was born into, though their story is often overshadowed by the narrative of European settlement. Before the arrival of the English, the land that became Virginia was home to dozens of Indigenous nations, the most powerful of which were organized into the Powhatan Confederacy. These were sophisticated societies with their own governments, religious traditions, agricultural practices, and trade networks. The arrival of the English brought devastation — disease, warfare, and the relentless seizure of land pushed the Indigenous peoples further and further from their ancestral territories. By the time Jefferson was born, the Indigenous presence in the Tidewater and Piedmont regions had been greatly diminished, though powerful nations like the Cherokee, the Shawnee, and the Iroquois remained formidable presences on the frontier. Jefferson would grow up with a complicated relationship to Indigenous peoples — fascinated by their languages and cultures, yet deeply committed to the expansion of European-American settlement into their lands. This tension, like so many others in Jefferson’s life, reflected the broader contradictions of the world he inhabited.

It is also worth pausing to consider what it meant to be a child in colonial Virginia. Childhood in the eighteenth century was not the protected, prolonged period of development that it is today. Children were expected to begin contributing to the household at an early age. For boys of the planter class, this meant learning to ride, to manage land, and to understand the business of farming. For girls, it meant learning the domestic arts. For enslaved children, it meant beginning a life of labor almost as soon as they could walk. Infant mortality was high, and families routinely lost children to diseases like smallpox, measles, dysentery, and malaria. Medical knowledge was rudimentary by modern standards. Doctors relied on bleeding, purging, and herbal remedies, and their treatments were often as dangerous as the diseases they were meant to cure. Death was a constant presence in colonial life, and families learned to grieve quickly and carry on. Jefferson himself would experience profound personal losses throughout his life, and the stoicism that his generation cultivated in the face of death was shaped by the realities of a world where survival was never guaranteed.

Transportation and communication in Jefferson’s world were slow by modern standards but were improving. The main roads in Virginia were little more than dirt paths, muddy in the rain and dusty in the summer, and travel by horse or carriage was uncomfortable and time-consuming. Rivers were often the most reliable highways, and Virginia’s extensive network of waterways — the James, the York, the Rappahannock, and the Potomac — served as vital arteries of commerce and communication. Ships carried tobacco down the rivers to coastal ports, where it was loaded onto larger vessels bound for England. News traveled slowly. A letter from London might take weeks or even months to reach Virginia, and news of events in
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