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For my parents, Dee and Donald Cohen, who have always been my North Star for happiness and fulfillment





Would it promote the peace of the community, or the stability of the government to have half a dozen men who had had credit enough to be raised to the seat of the supreme magistracy, wandering among the people like discontented ghosts, and sighing for a place which they were destined never more to possess?

—ALEXANDER HAMILTON, “FEDERALIST 72,” MARCH 21, 17881






PREFACE

My first work of presidential history was called Accidental Presidents. It was a book about the eight times a vice president has become president upon the death of his predecessor, and history was changed in a heartbeat. It answered the question of what happens when the president dies. The question I wanted to answer next was what happens when presidents survive, how they decide what to do next, and how they make history after the White House.

The answers aren’t obvious, and there’s a gap in most presidential histories. They focus on how their subjects climbed to the top of the mountain, not what they did when they had to come back down again. The post-presidency is an afterthought. Sometimes that’s the right choice. George Washington wanted a quiet retirement at Mount Vernon, and he got it (although his debts and hordes of voyeurs made it less restful than he would have liked). But in many cases, glossing over the final years or decades of a life is a mistake. This is when presidents often reveal who they are and what they really want in life. They have power, even if they don’t hold office. We’ve witnessed what a former president can do, for good or ill, repeatedly in the 2020s.

This book is about history and it’s about life. There is no more dramatic career transition than leaving the White House. But former presidents don’t lose their drive or ambition the day they leave office. In many cases, they’re just getting started. They can do what they always wanted, be it founding a new university (Thomas Jefferson) or becoming chief justice of the Supreme Court (William Howard Taft). They take on new causes, like abolition (John Quincy Adams) or fighting populism and imperialism (Grover Cleveland). They challenge their successors’ policies (Herbert Hoover and Jimmy Carter). One of them completely moved on from politics, and discovered a new postpresidential voice that doesn’t undermine his successors (George W. Bush). They made history in the White House, and many of them want to make it after leaving. They have, for more than two hundred years.

There’s a gap in presidential history when it comes to life after the White House. But there’s also a more relatable part to their stories that offers lessons and warnings for everyone. Former presidents have to answer the kinds of questions that we all face in our own lives, be they about family, finances, or the future. Formerly the leaders of the government, these once-larger-than-life figures now deal with very ordinary problems that set the stage for the rest of their lives. I started to appreciate that everyone—not just aspiring future presidents—can take away life lessons about navigating our next chapters from the stories of the post-presidency.

This fact became obvious during my writing process. Thankfully, unless they were around in 1963, few of my friends and colleagues could relate to the presidential assassinations I wrote about in Accidental Presidents. My three young daughters thought it was a pretty morbid subject. But everyone could understand what it’s like to have one role that is all-consuming and leave it all behind. For some, it’s a liberating experience. For others, it can feel like there’s nothing left. As the former presidents show, the next chapter is what you make of it.

American history provided plenty of material. Many of us are interested in the presidents, and we all need models to follow in our own lives. Why not look for the latter in the former? If we do, we’ll understand American history and the kinds of choices we’ll all make at some point a little better than we did before.

—J.A.C., February 2024




INTRODUCTION

King George III looked across the Atlantic and mourned. He was witnessing the “downfall of the lustre of [the British] empire.”2 It was September 3, 1783, and earlier that day, the king had proclaimed peace with his thirteen former colonies across the sea. The American Revolution was over. The British Empire was defeated. What came next would prove how revolutionary the war had been. General Washington would soon do something that a king would never do—give up power.

During the war, the king had asked Benjamin West, a Loyalist artist, what he thought General Washington might do in the unthinkable event of a colonial victory. West, who knew something of Washington’s reputation, answered quickly that he would “return to his farm.” “If he does that,” the monarch replied with skeptical disbelief, “he will be the greatest man in the world.”3

West was right; Washington resigned his commission that year. When he gave up the presidency a few years later, voluntarily bidding farewell after two terms, King George III described his former foe as “the greatest character of the age.”4

The Washington precedent has held, and that has made all the difference. Democratic republics only work when the leaders don’t cling to power after their citizens have decided to place power in other hands. But few leaders in history have had that ability. From Julius Caesar to Oliver Cromwell, revolutionary commanders throughout history held on to power until the day they died. Planning his own return to Paris while living in exile in Elba, Napoleon Bonaparte defiantly told his aides, “They wanted me to be another George Washington.” To the bellicose Corsican, that would be a fate worse than Waterloo.5

Washington set the precedent for other presidents to follow, but his precedent hasn’t taken hold around the world. In many countries, leaving from power is dangerous. That’s part of why Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping have no intention to step down. It may also be why Kim Il Sung—who died in 1994—is still honored as North Korea’s “eternal ruler,” making the Hermit Kingdom the world’s first and only “necrocracy.”6 Even in the United States, after the terrible events of January 6, 2021, the peaceful transfer of power cannot be taken for granted.

For those leaders who do follow Washington’s precedent, leaving high office means leaving behind the powers and pomp of state, and returning to everyday concerns like relevance, professional jealousy, and ego. Away from power, leaders come face-to-face with their neglected relationships, finances, legacies, and the aftereffects of a job that leaves them older, grayer, and closer than ever to their own mortality.

Life After Power tells how seven former presidents decided what to do with the rest of their lives, and how they made history in the process. The book examines these men as human beings, who searched for purpose in their final decades. They had left the most important job they’d ever had, and they had nowhere else to climb. They offer lessons—as well as cautionary tales—to anyone contemplating the next chapters of their own lives.

The post-presidency is still an undiscovered story for most presidential biographies. They often treat their subjects’ final decades as little more than denouements at best, and as slow marches to the grave at worst. That’s a mistake. True, the post-presidency is not an official office. Former presidents have no formal power. But they have a status in American life that never goes away. They have many of the trappings of their old office, including these days Secret Service protection, a staff, and a pension to “maintain the dignity of the office.” They will also always be the people that millions or tens of millions once voted into the White House. They want to stay in the arena. And for more than two hundred years, they have.


MAKING HISTORY

The seven former presidents in this book are not the only ones who achieved something great after the White House. But they each did something that none of their predecessors or successors did. They show that America’s presidents can sometimes accomplish more after the White House than in it. They demonstrate how former presidents can take on new identities and find new purposes. They allow us to rethink about how the post-presidency—an institution with no formal structure that is almost as old as the United States—has, like the presidency itself, expanded in scope and possibility. By leaving behind the title “President of the United States” and returning to life as citizens, they’ve continued a democratic tradition. They’ve also had to answer the question of what you do when there is nowhere higher to climb, and have to decide for yourself, “What next?”

Thomas Jefferson, John Quincy Adams, Grover Cleveland, William Howard Taft, Herbert Hoover, Jimmy Carter, and George W. Bush answered this question in different ways. Their lives span American history, from the founding to the present. They come from different backgrounds and different parties. They hold different places in Americans’ memories.

Thomas Jefferson was the first former president to achieve something at the end of his life that was worth including on his tombstone. He set a precedent for every former president striving for one last accomplishment. He’s remembered as a Founding Father for what he did in 1776, at age thirty-three. But he was a lifelong founder, who spent his last decade creating the University of Virginia, one of the country’s top institutions of higher learning. No other former president—and few former heads of state in history—has built an institution that has thrived for more than two centuries.

John Quincy Adams’s presidency was an intermission between two of the most impressive careers in public life in American history. He’s the only former president to be elected to the House of Representatives, where he served nine terms and died in the Capitol in 1848. In a much lower office, he found a much higher calling. In this historic second act, he became a leader for the growing abolitionist movement, he launched a crusade to protect the right to petition and free speech, he represented enslaved men and women before the Supreme Court, and he passed the abolitionist torch from the founding generation to a young congressman named Abraham Lincoln.

Grover Cleveland is the only former president to run for a nonconsecutive term and win. His successful comeback to the White House made him America’s twenty-second and twenty-fourth commander in chief. He held back a populist tide in his own party and an imperialist wave in the other. But in the process, he sacrificed his popularity and happiness, learning the hard way that the job can be harder and less forgiving the second time around. After his second presidency, he battled with future president Woodrow Wilson at Princeton University and spent years reconciling what had happened to his legacy. His story offers a cautionary tale.

William Howard Taft never really wanted to be president. He yearned for a seat on the Supreme Court. But he deferred that dream to accommodate the wishes of his wife, his brothers, and his friend Theodore Roosevelt. He lost the presidency in a humiliating third-place finish in 1912, and he thought his career in public service was over. But when Warren Harding named him chief justice in 1921, Taft was so delighted that he barely remembered his four years in the White House. As chief justice, he reformed the Supreme Court and the federal judiciary. On a personal level, his years on the bench—the final decade of his life—were the happiest and most fulfilling. He is the only person in American history to lead two branches of the federal government.

Herbert Hoover’s one-term presidency has gone down as one of the worst in history. But his thirty-one-year post-presidency was one of the most influential. It was a journey of recovery. For twelve years, he railed against the New Deal, shaping the rise of the modern conservative movement. When Franklin Delano Roosevelt died in 1945, Harry Truman resurrected Hoover, enlisting his only living predecessor to lead international famine relief after World War II.7 Once known as the “Great Humanitarian,” Hoover reformed the executive branch under Presidents Truman and Eisenhower. He reconciled John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon after the divisive 1960 election. While his name has not fully recovered, he did recover his role as a great humanitarian and man of service. He reminded Americans why they had elected him president in the first place, and at least in his lifetime, some of that gloss had been restored to his name even if it posthumously wore off.

Jimmy Carter had the longest active post-presidency in American history, at forty-two years, before entering hospice care. He left office unpopular, with a sinking economy and American hostages in Tehran. But he went on to become one of America’s most beloved leaders, after having spent four decades leading humanitarian efforts around the world. He was a constant thorn in the sides of his successors, at times undermining their policies because he was convinced that he was right and they were wrong. He viewed life after the White House as an extension of his presidency. Through his activism, he redefined what it means to be a former and staying relevant until the very end.

These six presidents each had compelling and instructive final chapters of their life story. But what about the presidents whose chapters are still being written? In thinking about who to include, Bill Clinton, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump have each experienced a decline in their popularity since leaving office—albeit for different reasons. Only George W. Bush has managed to significantly improve his standing and experience something of a reputational renaissance.

It’s fitting for Bush to be examined in sequence after Carter, since they both left office with abysmal approval ratings. But whereas Carter pursued one of the most public journeys out of the White House in history, George W. Bush’s post-presidency is different. He’s a return to an earlier era, the Washington precedent. For Bush, politics ended the day he left office. After a lifetime in and around public life, he moved on. He doesn’t miss it. He doesn’t try to reshape his legacy. He is not introspective. His party has changed, and his successors have undone much of his work. His days are spent on his faith, family, and a pastime that no one predicted—painting. And it is through painting that George W. Bush has found a postpresidential voice that allows him to express what he believes, while steering clear of politics. His work elevates people often overlooked—from veterans to immigrants—and in doing so, he raises their visibility, shares their stories, and contributes to important conversations without undermining his successors. Whether he intended to or not, his popularity has not just recovered, but soared north of 60 percent.



THE FINAL CHAPTER

Each of these seven men charted their own paths to the White House. But they each left it in the same way. There was a peaceful transfer of power to a new president. Then they had to decide what to do with the time left.

Leaders in every field face this question. When Bill Gates left Microsoft, he and his then wife, Melinda, built a world-class philanthropic organization. Steve Jobs was forced out of Apple, but he made a historic comeback and changed humanity’s relationship with technology. Oprah Winfrey was fired from her first reporting job, then hosted the highest-rated daytime talk show in American history. Then she built a media empire. Basketball legend Michael Jordan retired, had a brief baseball career, returned to the sport he’d always loved, won three more championships, then turned a $275 million investment in the Charlotte Bobcats into a more than $3 billion sale.8 Google’s CEO Eric Schmidt transformed the Silicon Valley start-up into a world leader in technology. Now he’s focused on public service and helps the U.S. government and other democratic nations harness the power of technology.

We can only guess what today’s leaders at the top of their fields will do next. If Elon Musk doesn’t spend all day tweeting, he may live out his final days (or day) on Mars. Mark Zuckerberg could decide he’s had enough of the real world and head straight for the Metaverse. And the myriad next generation founders pioneering generative artificial intelligence are so young that it is impossible to speculate as to what they will do in their twilight years.

For all of us, life doesn’t end with the first line of our obituaries. If we’re lucky, life is long. We all move on. We make decisions about what to do next. Life is not linear, where we’re set on a path of climbing higher and higher, with no peak in sight. We need not be defined by one job, no matter how powerful that job is. Studying how the most powerful people in the world left that power behind and made decisions for themselves is a great place to start if we want to know how to do it well.

The post-presidency is not written into the American Constitution. But its existence is assumed, and it is essential to America’s form of government. Every president knows that the White House isn’t forever. They need to believe that life after power is possible.

These seven former presidents offer proof that not only is it possible—life after power can be great.





1 The Lifelong Founder


All eyes are opened, or opening, to the rights of man. The general spread of the light of science has already laid open to every view. The palpable truth, that the mass of mankind has not been born with saddles on their backs, nor a favored few booted and spurred, ready to ride them legitimately, by the grace of god.

—THOMAS JEFFERSON, NATIONAL INTELLIGENCER, JULY 4, 1826



Near the end of his life, Thomas Jefferson couldn’t believe what was happening. It was October 4, 1825. Forty-nine years ago, he’d drafted the Declaration of Independence. Sixteen years ago, he’d left Washington, DC, for good at the end of his two-term presidency. He was now eighty-two years old. The octogenarian stood weak and weary. And he wondered if his life’s work was coming undone.

That day, the Founding Father gazed out with disgust and disappointment. He was surveying the first class of students at the University of Virginia. It was one of the worst days of his long, and illustrious life.1

He wasn’t thinking about his declining health, or the political changes sweeping the nation. He wasn’t worried about his mounting debts, which would put the fate of his beloved Monticello in doubt. Nor was he reflecting on the fact that the Virginia Dynasty was out of power, and that a man from Massachusetts was in the White House. The questions of slavery, westward expansion, and the fate of the union seemed far away, even if for a moment.

His concern was over the viability of the University of Virginia. This was the last great triumph of his life. And everything he’d built was under threat. The school was in danger because fourteen drunk students had rioted across the campus, a place that Jefferson had lovingly designed and built himself. This was his final masterpiece. And they’d sullied it.

The details of the riot shook Jefferson. For several days, a mask-wearing mob of students had torn across the University of Virginia’s Lawn, throwing bottles of smelly urine through the windows of their instructors’ homes on their way across campus. All the while, they’d chanted, “Down with European professors” in an early nineteenth-century version of the cancel culture sweeping college campuses nearly two hundred years later. They assaulted the faculty Jefferson had recruited. One even beat a professor with his own cane, leaving him bloody and humiliated.2

The school needed to be restored to order, and it needed swift and harsh discipline of the perpetrators. The university’s administrators had gathered, looking to discover which of the students had participated in the riot. But because the mob had covered their faces with masks, the identities were a mystery. No one was talking. In a twisted show of Southern honor, the students wouldn’t give each other up to the disciplinary review panel.

The university’s board had no other option. They called an all-school assembly to find out the “unworthy few who lurked among” the student body.3 The board’s illustrious membership included not only Thomas Jefferson, but also James Madison and James Monroe, the latter of the three having left the presidency exactly seven months prior.4 The three Founding Fathers and former presidents, living links to the revolutionary generation, may have been the most distinguished and intimidating undergraduate disciplinary review panel in American history. As young men, they’d once rebelled against the king of England. Now they were disciplinarians scolding entitled students.5

The three men looked out at one hundred undergraduates, most not even nineteen years old, who were gathered in the school’s not-yet-completed Rotunda.6 For the student body—including the guilty rioters—Thomas Jefferson was more than a distant figure from the history books. He was their patron, and a part of their lives. On Sundays, the former president would host small groups of students for dinner at Monticello. He went in alphabetical order in choosing his guests so as not to show favoritism. Over dinner, he’d tell them about the Revolution and ask them about their studies.7

None of Monticello’s warmth could be felt that chilly October day. Jefferson was far too overcome with emotion and disappointment to speak. He burst into tears, so shaken that he had to sit down.8 This emotional display was not in character. It caught the students, and the board, off guard.

A choked-up Jefferson—barely able to string a sentence together—asked if someone else might speak, and his trusted friend James Madison obliged. But Madison didn’t have to say much. The students were shocked at the sight of Jefferson, a seemingly immortal man, now aged and in failing health, crying and whimpering in front of them. As tears flowed down the octogenarian’s face, the wall of silence collapsed, and the guilty confessed. It was over.

For Jefferson, however, there would be one final insult that hit even closer to home. It turned out that the mob’s ringleader was Wilson Cary, Jefferson’s great-nephew. This betrayal by his own flesh and blood made the former president’s cold tears boil. He wrote later that it seemed that the “last ten years of his life [building the University of Virginia] had been foiled by one of his own family.”9 He was genuinely worried about what the event meant about the future of the University of Virginia, of the next generation, and of the country they were to inherit when the Founding Fathers were long gone.

The University of Virginia was the culmination of Jefferson’s life’s work. The former president viewed that work as a trilogy, with the university as the final volume. The first two entries were the Declaration of Independence and the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, drafted in 1776 and 1777, respectively.10 Had the riot been worse, it might have threatened state funding and future enrollments. As it was, the faculty was up in arms. Two professors resigned. Three students were expelled, including young Mr. Cary. Reform was needed to prevent revolution, and the board issued new rules of student conduct, including banning masks and setting a 9:00 p.m. curfew. Christmas break was canceled.11

The expulsions created space for three new students to join the university’s inaugural class midyear. Among those who came to campus just a few months after the riot was sixteen-year-old Edgar Allan Poe, who spent his first year living on the West Range of campus, in a group of houses called “Rowdy Row.” Poe would go on to become the most famous alumnus of that crop of students, but he, too, would prove to be a disappointment for the University of Virginia.

Poe was not Virginia royalty; he couldn’t afford the school’s tuition. That winter, he chopped up his dorm room furniture for firewood to stay warm. While a student, he took to drinking and he gambled. He may not have been prone to the kind of activism that had put his classmates in hot water, but he had other problems. He dropped out without a degree due to his impecunious situation, voiding what had potential to be a poetic silver lining made possible by the expulsions.12

Thomas Jefferson left the assembly pessimistic about university life and young people.13 To Jefferson, the unfolding of history was supposed to go hand in hand with progress. Each rising generation was meant to be better than the last. Reason, science, and rationality were the drivers of inevitable progress. But it turned out that a few drunk students armed with bricks and bags of urine could throw his plans into jeopardy.

The University of Virginia, and Thomas Jefferson’s vision, survived. The riots of 1825 weren’t the last word on “Mr. Jefferson’s University.” They were forgotten. Jefferson had lived long enough to found a great institution, one that brought together Greek and Roman ideas, Enlightenment principles, and Jefferson’s distinct personality and hopes, as well as his contradictions and ideals.

For the Founding Father, it was his last founding act.



Human beings wonder how they will be remembered. Author and diplomat Clare Boothe Luce once observed on the matter that even “a great man is one sentence.”14 The men who signed the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution knew what their sentences would be long before they died. These were the “Founding Fathers.” No matter what happened, so long as the United States survived, this is how they would be remembered.

But for many of them, the founding was not the whole story—it was their last or first great act. For some, like Benjamin Franklin, seventy years old in 1776, the founding came at the close of their long lives. Most of the Founding Fathers, however, were young when they signed the Declaration. Among the youngest was the man who wrote it, Thomas Jefferson, at just thirty-three.15 John Adams wasn’t far ahead, at forty. George Washington, senior in the group, was forty-four.

Thomas Jefferson wanted to be a Founder more than he wanted to be president. He had grand ideas, took risks, and committed himself fully to whatever he did, but he was not an executive.16 The presidency wasn’t the most important part of his life—what came before and after was. His chosen epitaph reads: “Author of the Declaration of American Independence of the Statute of Virginia for religious freedom & Father of the University of Virginia.”17 Being America’s first secretary of state, second vice president, and third president didn’t make the cut, nor did doubling the size of the country with the Louisiana Purchase.

The reason for the University of Virginia’s inclusion is that Jefferson believed that, for the country’s founding to succeed, 1776 wasn’t enough. The work continued, and there would need to be a continuous process of rebuilding, reinventing, and refounding. Future generations would have to carry this forward, and thus, the success of the Revolution depended on the success of places like the University of Virginia. As one of its first students, Henry Tutwiler, recalled, “[Jefferson] well knew that, without education, political and religious freedom would have no basis on which to rest.”18

It took Thomas Jefferson’s entire post-presidency, from 1809 until 1826, to make good on that vision. In those seventeen years, he became the first president to accomplish something great after the White House. That achievement, the University of Virginia, has lasted for more than two centuries.

He did more than found a new university, however. He helped found another institution: the post-presidency. America’s first former president, George Washington, set a critical precedent for day one of the post-presidency, stepping down after two terms and allowing for a peaceful transfer of power. Jefferson reinforced Washington’s example by stepping back after eight years in office despite his enormous popularity. But Thomas Jefferson also set the precedent for day two, living a vibrant life and working to accomplish something great. His was the first post-presidency of consequence.

He debated the meaning and legacy of the Declaration of Independence with John Adams. He advised his successors on everything from the Monroe Doctrine to the Missouri Compromise. He helped rebuild the Library of Congress after the British burned it down during the War of 1812. He wrote the first presidential autobiography (albeit about his pre-presidency) decades before Ulysses S. Grant put pen to paper in what is largely considered to be the first seminal presidential memoir. He kept copious records, a kind of early version of presidential centers or libraries. Every former president to come followed at least some of the examples he set.

Like former presidents to follow, he encountered very typical challenges of heartache, financial difficulty, and mortality. Jefferson’s wife, Martha, had died in 1782, nearly two decades before his presidency, and he never remarried. He’d lost five of their six children by the time he left Washington. His own health failed over the course of several years, and his debts only grew, until they became insurmountable. By the time he passed away, he’d lost nearly every member of the founding generation. He was survived by James Madison, James Monroe, and John Adams. Adams died a few hours after he did, on July 4, 1826.

The United States is no longer a young country. Americans wonder how the Founding Fathers should be remembered. Their legacy is being debated. Many people’s views of Jefferson, in particular, have changed, and with it their understanding of American history. Jefferson wrote about the unalienable rights of every human being. Yet he enslaved hundreds of Black people at Monticello. Even the University of Virginia was built by enslaved laborers.19 Two hundred years after his death, Thomas Jefferson’s one sentence is getting longer and longer, and more and more complicated. Many have turned on Jefferson, and his statue has been removed from New York’s city hall. As historian Annette Gordon-Reed once wrote, “Jefferson’s vision of equality was not all-inclusive, but it was transformative.”20

But even these critiques of Jefferson are, in a way, Jeffersonian. To understand Thomas Jefferson requires looking at his entire life, from his boyhood to his deathbed. He believed that every generation of Americans, like every class of incoming students, would make progress. They would improve on the work of the generation that came before them. That was the way of the Enlightenment. But even he wondered and worried about his legacy. He thought future Americans would look back at his generation and say that it was barbaric, like the witch burners of old.21

Jefferson would have anticipated many of today’s debates about the founding and its legacy—both what those debates get right, and what they get wrong. He would have hoped for such a competition of ideas. And he would have wanted that competition to unfold at America’s great universities, including places like the University of Virginia.


THRICE DENIED

From boyhood, Thomas Jefferson knew how he wanted to spend his final years. He was captivated by ideas and learning. He came to believe that a university would be the ideal place to store the wisdom he’d gained over a lifetime, and to pass it on to the next generation. But that ambition would have to wait. At age thirty-three, he’d written the Declaration of Independence—which he claimed didn’t have new ideas, but was rather an expression, he called it, of the “American mind.”22

He was born not only at a time of coming political revolution, but also during the Age of Enlightenment and after the Scientific Revolution. These movements were connected. Newton, Galileo, and Copernicus had devised new theories that challenged existing notions of how the natural world worked. Jefferson would do the same for politics, and much else.

Education was his focus. He was a member of the esteemed Randolph family of Virginia, and he had the best schooling possible in colonial Virginia, culminating at William & Mary. There, he studied under teachers like George Wythe and William Small, the only member of the William & Mary faculty who was not an Anglican priest, and who taught Jefferson about the Scottish Enlightenment and provided a secular education.23 Jefferson’s interests spanned the William & Mary curriculum, from political theory and religion, to engineering and astronomy. He applied education throughout his life, using the movement of the moon to devise a new way of finding longitude, advising a change in American currencies away from English pounds and shillings to a new system using decimals, dollars, and cents. He spoke and read Latin, French, Italian, and Spanish (although John Quincy Adams later questioned Jefferson’s claim that, armed with a copy of Don Quixote, he learned Spanish while crossing the Atlantic). Whatever his embellishments of his linguistic abilities, Jefferson is credited with inventing more than one hundred new words, among them, appropriately enough, the verb “neologize.”

He was different from other presidents. A group of independent experts once took up the task of determining which president was the smartest, surveying biographies, profiles, data, and the various rankings that score presidents best to worst—an imperfect methodology, but perhaps the best available. Their verdict was clear: Thomas Jefferson.24 On raw intelligence and openness to new experiences, he topped the list, followed by John Quincy Adams and Abraham Lincoln.

He was also different from most men of his generation. As a young Virginian, he became known as a writer. That reputation helped earn him an invitation to the Continental Congress in 1775. There, John Adams selected him to write the Declaration of Independence.25 That act made him famous. It put him on a path that was not his own. He’d helped found the United States, and the young nation needed leadership. That meant Thomas Jefferson.

He didn’t want what came next. Before he became America’s third president, Jefferson tried to retire from public life at least three times. Life, politics, and other priorities got in the way.

He became the governor of Virginia in 1779, at just thirty-six years old.26 After two years in that position, he wanted to leave public life. But after his beloved wife, Martha, died in 1782, he needed to leave their shared home. He set sail as America’s minister to France, alongside John Adams and Benjamin Franklin, to make a new life in Paris.

It was in Paris that Jefferson’s mind came alive. It was at the time the intellectual capital of the world. He toured the country, visited its museums, and studied its architecture, philosophy, history, and food. After four happy years, he returned home to Virginia in 1789. The French Revolution had arrived, and he couldn’t stay. With France behind him, he was once again ready to retire. He might have started his own university then, fresh from his travels. But it wasn’t meant to be.

While Jefferson was on his way home from Europe, his friend James Madison wrote him a note asking if he’d serve in President George Washington’s new administration. At first, Jefferson refused, replying, “My object is to return to… retirement.”27 But when he arrived home in the United States, he learned that Washington had already nominated him as America’s first secretary of state. The new Senate had confirmed him.28 Retirement, and founding a new university, would have to wait.

As Washington’s secretary of state, Jefferson was politically marginalized by an emerging Federalist block led by Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton and Vice President John Adams, both of whom advocated for a strong central government and close ties to Great Britain.29 Unhappy in the role, Jefferson resigned his post in 1793. Again, he was ready for “a retirement I doat on,” a chance to live as an “Antediluvian patriarch” in Virginia.30 But the flood came soon enough. The Federalist Party, led by Adams, was on the ascent. Jefferson wanted to stop it.

Jefferson’s first, brief retirement was cut short by politics, but it was important for what came later. Now as a private citizen, he petitioned his government about founding a new university. He wrote to President George Washington about the idea, thinking he’d get a sympathetic hearing from his fellow Virginian.31 The president had given some shares of stock to the Virginia legislature in 1795, and Jefferson thought they could be put to good use endowing a new university modeled on the great universities of Europe, like those in Edinburgh and Geneva.32 After the French Revolution, many European intellectuals and professors were fleeing the continent, and an American might be able to recruit new faculty from their ranks. There were two problems with the idea. First, Washington had little interest. Second, few of the fleeing French professors spoke English.33

Retirement could have lasted forever, and Washington’s refusal might have been the last word on the matter. At this point, Jefferson had had a distinguished career in public service. Had he wished, he might have lived out his days quietly. But the Federalists, led by Adams and Hamilton, were in power. Jefferson hated their politics, which he viewed as monarchical and a betrayal of the Revolution. He challenged Adams for the presidency in 1796. Ironically, nearly every college president in the United States endorsed Adams, not Jefferson. The Federalist may have been a proto-monarchist. But at least he wasn’t a Jacobin.34

The results came, and Jefferson was in second place, behind Adams. Second place was not a total loss—it made him Adams’s vice president. Until the passage of the Twelfth Amendment in 1804, there was no separate selection of the president and vice president, and the offices went to the top two finishers.35

Though he was opposed to his own administration’s policies, Jefferson served as vice president. He had few responsibilities in the role. He often wandered Philadelphia, at that time the nation’s capital and its second-largest city, in search of diversions. He once paid fifty cents to see an elephant on Market Street. He was elected president of the American Philosophical Society,36 an organization cofounded by Benjamin Franklin that at one point counted Charles Darwin as a member.37 The group was so important to Jefferson that he led the society even during his own presidency, only stepping down in 1814.38

He raged against Adams’s “Quasi-War” with France and the Alien and Sedition Acts. He was outraged by the Federalists’ overreaches. He ran again after Adams’s first term.39 This time he won, defeating the president in what would come to be called the “Revolution of 1800,” when one party handed power to another.

The ivory tower couldn’t stand the idea of a Jefferson presidency. The head of Yale College, Timothy Dwight, told his students that President Thomas Jefferson would not only enact bad policies, but many of them would be blasphemous as well. Under President Jefferson, he cautioned somewhat dramatically, “the Bible would be cast into a bonfire… our wives and daughters dishonored, and our sons converted into the disciples of Voltaire.”40

When it came to governing, the Jefferson administration featured fewer guillotines than Dwight had feared. There was no reign of terror. The transfer of power from Adams to Jefferson was a simple, peaceful affair. When he arrived in Washington, the fifty-seven-year-old widower didn’t arrive at the head of an angry mob. He rented a room at a humble boardinghouse41 called Conrad and McCunn’s.42 When he went to take his oath, he didn’t march in a parade. He walked the two hundred paces to the U.S. Capitol, accompanied by a small group of well-wishers to a building that was still under construction.43

The limits of his power were clear on his first day, before he even took his oath of office. When he entered the Old Senate Chamber, he was met by Chief Justice John Marshall, one of the Federalists’ so-called “Midnight Judges,” whom Adams had appointed in the waning days of his administration. Marshall was one of Jefferson’s chief political foes.44 He would administer Jefferson’s oath. And the judge would remain on the bench until 1835, a last vestige of the Federalist Party long after it was gone. Meanwhile, John Adams was nowhere to be found on Inauguration Day. He’d left town at 4:00 a.m., not wanting to witness the day’s events. The two former friends didn’t speak again for more than a decade.

The new president had other matters on his mind. But he showed limited enthusiasm about the new role. He returned to Conrad and McCunn’s, where he remained for the first fifteen days of his administration, not eager to move into his new home on Pennsylvania Avenue.45

The Jefferson presidency was transformative. From fighting the Barbary pirates to lowering the national debt, he made his mark in his first four years. He even founded the United States Military Academy at West Point.46 But his most consequential action, by far, was the Louisiana Purchase of 1803. Overnight, Jefferson doubled the size of the United States for the bargain price of $15 million.47

His second term proved more challenging. France and Britain, then at war, targeted American sailors on the high seas, taking them into their navies’ service. The president retaliated with a trade war against both nations, effectively cutting off the United States from international commerce, and pushing the Embargo Act of 1807.48 The policy was a failure, and it severely damaged the U.S. economy, lowering its GDP by perhaps as much as 5 percent.49

After eight years in power, Jefferson was ready to hand over the reins to James Madison. In his final days, the departing president was ecstatic to be leaving the capital, writing, “Never did [a] prisoner, released from his chains, feel such relief as I shall on shaking off the shackles of power.”50 He made no attempt to hide his joy. One attendee at Madison’s inaugural ball told the president he looked “happy and satisfied” and that “a spectator might imagine that [Jefferson] were the one coming in, & [Madison] the one going out of office.”51 Meanwhile, John Quincy Adams, also in attendance, thought “the crowd was excessive, the heat oppressive, and the entertainment bad.”52

At long last, Jefferson was done with politics. He was going back to his beloved Virginia for good.53



THE PERFECT SETUP

Not every former president is set up for success. Thomas Jefferson was. Though he was sixty-six years old—well above life expectancy for the time—he began his post-presidency in good health. He was popular and had founded a political dynasty, with his fellow Virginians James Madison and James Monroe succeeding him as president. This was the last time in American history that the same political party won six presidential elections in a row. He did not need to worry that his legacy would be undermined by his successors. Without professional or political obligations, he was freer to be more productive and happier than at any point in his life.54

Jefferson was heading home, and his table at Monticello would become one of the most sought-after invitations in the United States. Elected leaders from Washington and Richmond would come to dine with him, and scholars from around the world would seek his company. Virginia was the leading state in the United States, and it had grown from a population of 4 million in 1790 to more than 7 million in 1810.55 The independent nation was developing its own distinct culture, grounded in, but different from, British folkways.56 With Napoleon in France and King George III in Great Britain, the world’s superpowers had their own troubles. The United States looked secure. Jefferson wanted to return to Monticello and pursue a goal he’d waited for his entire life.


Home Sweet Home

The return home is a psychologically complex part of the post-presidency. Some presidents find that it helps them remember who they were before the presidency, while others have found it disorienting. But Jefferson was exactly where he’d wanted to be. Monticello had been under construction for forty years by the time he arrived in 1809.57 Finished at last, the house set in the Virginia foothills and surrounded by land was part of Jefferson’s family’s history. He described it as his “essay in architecture.”58 John Adams’s great-grandson, Henry Adams, later wrote, with a mixture of admiration and jealousy, that Jefferson had “built for himself at Monticello a château above contact with man.”59

Adams the younger was right. The three-story house is remarkable. Most homes of the era were dark, but Monticello was filled with light, as Jefferson had added floor-to-ceiling windows all around, as well as skylights. This was closer to the model of the French style that Jefferson had studied in Paris than it was to American homes. The white dome at the top was the first such structure in North America, with a glass oculus as its apex. Throughout the house, visitors could see trophies from Jefferson’s life, including Native American artifacts gathered by Lewis and Clark in the east portico entrance,60 across from portraits of Sir Francis Bacon, Sir Isaac Newton, and John Locke, men whom he called his personal trinity of great statesmen.61 By the entrance sat two busts, one of Alexander Hamilton and the other of Jefferson himself, the latter much larger than the former. The two founders were, Jefferson joked, “Opposed in death, as in life.”62

The former president never traveled far. In his own home, he seldom left the first floor, only climbing up the narrow staircases to the other floors, where the rest of his family lived, on rare occasions. When the house got overcrowded with guests, he’d retreat to his other home, at Poplar Forest, ninety miles away.63 He never returned to Washington. He only visited Richmond, the state capital, once.64

There was a routine to this new life. He rose early, opening the curtains on both sides of his bed to let in the light. He’d positioned the bed carefully to keep in the heat in the winter and have cool breezes in the summer. Whatever the season, he dunked his feet in ice-cold water to rouse himself for the day every morning in what today we might refer to as a cold plunge.65

Each morning began with writing. He kept compulsive records, keeping a diligent log of the weather and climate around Monticello. He wrote to leaders, friends, and well-wishers around the world, and he worried that he spent so much time keeping up with correspondence that he’d get nothing else done.66 He responded to as many as one thousand letters every year—1,267 in 1820 alone—many of them from strangers.67 Responding to these letters, always in his “neat, round, and plain” penmanship, was made more difficult as the years went on by a wrist injury, but he kept it up.68 He was writing to some of the most learned men of his day, and he knew that his responses would be part of the historical record, so he was careful and deliberate in what he said.

When he wasn’t writing, he was working. He could be seen all over the estate. Monticello’s overseer, Edmund Bacon, said of his employer that Jefferson was “well proportioned, and straight as a gun-barrel. He was like a fine horse.”69 He rode daily, exercising along with the more than thirty horses he owned in his life.

The image of a Founding Father trotting across his estate might sound idyllic. But Jefferson’s riding served another purpose. Throughout his life, he suffered from several illnesses, including chronic diarrhea, which he called his “visceral complaint.” At the time, the condition could be life-threatening, and it often left him exhausted. An amateur physician, Jefferson had scoured medical journals, stumbling across a recommendation that riding would ward off diarrhea. It would, he hoped, “strengthen the bowels.”70

There was another chronic condition hanging over Jefferson—debt. As a rule, Virginia plantations were almost always money-losing propositions. Monticello was far from profitable, as it had poor soil quality that made growing cash crops difficult.71 Jefferson rarely seemed to care about his debts. He spent lavishly, supported his family, hosted hundreds of visitors a year, and bought every comfort he wanted.

The former president’s debts were almost as old as he was. The original source was his late slave trader father-in-law, John Wayles. When Wayles died in 1773, he passed on his debts to Jefferson. By 1809, interest had compounded, making the total come to around $11,000. That sum would be more than a quarter of a million dollars today.72

The fact that Jefferson allowed his debts to spiral out of control was, in some ways, out of character. As president, he’d demonstrated fiscal responsibility, lowering America’s debt from $83 million to $57 million.73 Managing his own affairs couldn’t be more difficult than managing America’s. But though he kept detailed records of almost every other part of his life, Jefferson stopped keeping a complete ledger of his own accounts in the 1770s. He may not have known how bad things were.

Nor did he care to. While he was president, he didn’t want to appear to profit from the office. He took pride in “having added nothing to my private fortunes during my public service and of retiring with hands as clean as they are empty.”74

He managed his debts, but only barely, until the end of his life. He was helped by his daughter Martha, who ran the estate, and by the fact that Virginia creditors were almost always willing to lend to their state’s favorite son on favorable terms. Likewise, Americans did not want to see a popular former president become a pauper. No one would take Monticello from him as long as he was alive.



The War of 1812

Jefferson did get some help with his money troubles from an unlikely source—King George III. The British Crown was often at war with Napoleon’s France, and it helped wage that war by seizing American ships, sailors, and cargo on the high seas. Unable to tolerate the humiliation and loss anymore, President James Madison signed a declaration of war against Great Britain on June 18, 1812.

With news of another war against Great Britain, Jefferson was elated. He welcomed the War of 1812. If America was victorious again, it might be able to expand its territory north into Canada. The British would have to leave North America once and for all.75 But that didn’t happen. Soon, America fought for its very existence in a second struggle for independence. British troops took Washington, DC, in 1814. They burned the Capitol. And President James Madison and First Lady Dolley Madison fled the scene with a full-length portrait of George Washington in tow.

The country fought for its survival, and Jefferson remained safe at home. But he was not spared. The British blockade of the Chesapeake Bay halted wheat exports from Maryland and Virginia, including those from Monticello. Between four and five hundred barrels of Jefferson’s flour sat unsold in Richmond, rotting away. Desperate for his crops to go to market, Jefferson asked President Madison to build a canal to the Elizabeth River so that trade could resume.76 But Madison had a war to fight, and there were no resources to divert from the war effort.

But some measure of relief was in sight. The British had fueled their fires over Washington, DC, with three thousand books from the congressional library. When he heard this news, Jefferson was horrified. He wrote to James Monroe, then serving as both the secretary of state and the secretary of war, that the British conduct “disgrace[s] our enemies more than us.”77

The smoke cleared, and the British left the capital. Congress reassembled in the only remaining federal building in Washington, the Patent Office. Near the top of their agenda was rebuilding the Library of Congress. Here, Jefferson could help.

The Library of Congress served as both a place for research and the United States’ de facto national library. As president, Jefferson had appointed its first two librarians, and he was very familiar with the institution.78 He also had in his personal collection one of the most impressive libraries in North America, which he had collected over a lifetime. Before he set sail for France in 1783, he’d cataloged all of his 2,640 volumes over the course of a 246-page document.79 Now his collection totaled 6,487 books on almost every subject.80 Congress needed a library. Jefferson had one of the best in the country. He was ready to sell it.81

The logistics and the politics of making a sale to Congress weren’t easy. Jefferson hadn’t been in the capital in half a decade, and he didn’t know who he should contact. He asked his old friend and confidant, a man named Samuel H. Smith, to send a proposal to Congress. The Senate was eager to close the deal, and offered $23,950 after a unanimous vote.82 The House of Representatives would be a different matter. Congressmen’s objections ran the gamut. Jefferson’s library included too many books in foreign languages. Many seemed downright radical, even dangerous. Noting the worries about the library’s contents, New Hampshire representative Daniel Webster proposed that Congress should buy the library and then return “all books of an atheistical, irreligious, and immoral tendency.”83

Despite some resistance, the House approved the purchase by a slim majority of ten votes, agreeing to what the Senate had already approved.84 Jefferson’s library was his no more. He watched ten wagons filled with his treasured collection depart Monticello, never to be seen by him again.

The Library of Congress owed its survival to Jefferson. By selling his own collection, Jefferson had refounded it. Most of the books that he sold were destroyed in a fire in the Capitol in 1851, but some remain to this day.85 They can be identified on the spine, or in some cases the title page, with a mark the former president added—“TJ.”86

The proceeds did not last long. Jefferson sent $4,870 to the financier John Barnes, who’d lent him money to repay a Polish general named Thaddeus Kosciuszko, a friend from the Revolutionary War.87 Another $10,500 went to his friend and creditor William Short.88 The rest, he kept to support himself and his family.89 This was a temporary reprieve.

Matters were made much worse when a severe economic panic hit in 1819, which affected every American, including Jefferson.90 The state of Virginia was near bankruptcy.91 Meanwhile, Jefferson cosigned a note with his grandson’s father-in-law, which was forfeited when the lender called in the debt.92 The amount that he owed only grew.93

Jefferson was saved from having to give up Monticello by Virginia creditors. They did not want to take it from him. He was also saved by the generosity of Americans he’d never met. After his family’s attempt to organize a lottery failed, committees of citizens organized fundraising drives. They sent him nearly $16,500 in a nineteenth-century version of a GoFundMe campaign.94

Despite his debts, Jefferson was optimistic. Five months before his eventual death in 1826, he wrote to James Madison, “My own debts had become considerable but not beyond the effect of some lopping of property.”95 He’d leave between $1 million and $2 million in debts, measured in today’s dollars, for his heirs to pay off. Unlike Jefferson, they did not have the goodwill of Virginia creditors, and they lost the estate. The sale took place on January 15, 1827, a wrenching experience, both for Jefferson’s family and for the enslaved men, women, and children who lived on the estate, and who were now forcibly separated and sold. Fifty years and two generations later, one of Thomas Jefferson’s grandsons, Thomas Jefferson Randolph, made the final payment on the Founding Father’s obligations.96



The Jeffersons, and the Other Jeffersons

The future of his family, and of Monticello, were top of mind for Jefferson. He had a public legacy, but this was his personal legacy, what he’d leave to those closest to him. He’d built Monticello as a young man, and he’d imagined living there until the end of his days, accompanied by his wife, children, and grandchildren. With Martha’s death in 1782, he became a widower, one of only a few presidents who entered and left office without a spouse; the others were Andrew Jackson, Martin Van Buren, and Chester Arthur—who, like Jefferson made it to the White House a widower—and James Buchanan, who never married.

Martha’s loss affected her husband deeply. He promised her on her deathbed that he’d never remarry. He might have spiraled into depression, cutting short his career and his life expectancy.97 But Jefferson was saved from that fate by his daughter Martha, a remarkable woman who went by “Patsy” and who was his closest confidant. Remembering her mother’s death and the toll it took on her father, she recalled that she became Jefferson’s “constant companion, a solitary witness to many a violent burst of grief.”98

Thomas and Martha Jefferson had six children. But only Patsy and another daughter, Mary, survived to adulthood. Patsy served as Jefferson’s First Lady, and Mary died tragically in 1804. Once again, Patsy saved her father, who was grieving the loss of his daughter. Thanks to her, he had plenty of grandchildren upon whom he could dote.

In total, Patsy was the mother of twelve children, eleven of whom survived to adulthood, and three of whom were born at Monticello. Her healthy brood meant that Jefferson’s postpresidential home was filled with the pitter-patter of children’s feet running across the floorboards. They called him “Grandpapa,” and he lived as “a patriarch of old,”99 racing his grandchildren up and down the lawn and giving them treats of dried fruit.100 He played games with them,101 and was involved in every part of their lives, even naming some, like Benjamin Franklin Randolph, James Madison Randolph, and George Wythe Randolph.102 He read to his grandchildren from the Bible and from Shakespeare. He credited Patsy’s children with helping to stave off the ennui that many people feel as they age, helping him to live a longer and happier life.103

He needed his family, and he needed Patsy, who was a remarkable woman, in her own time or any. She may have been the best-educated woman in Virginia, and Jefferson took pride in her accomplishments. He had enrolled his daughter at the best school he could find in Paris, a Catholic convent that still provided a secular education to Protestants. Patsy spoke four modern languages, knew history, geography, and science, and was more than capable of holding her own at her father’s table at Monticello.104 Guests noticed that the women of Monticello—led by Patsy—were as outspoken, if not more so, than were Jefferson and his visitors.105 Jefferson often turned to Patsy for advice, even when she was a young girl.106 “It is in the love of one’s family only that heartfelt happiness is known,” he wrote.107 His own pursuit of happiness would have been impossible without Patsy.

But Jefferson’s family life was not all happiness. Thanks to the passage of time and advances in science, it’s been confirmed that he had not one, but two families at Monticello. One family was free, and the other enslaved. One was known, and the other the subject of hushed rumors.

The story was centered on a young enslaved woman named Sally Hemings. Hemings had accompanied Jefferson’s daughter Mary across the Atlantic, when she joined her father during his time as the United States’ minister to France. According to Sally’s son, a man named Madison, it was in Paris that his “mother became Mr. Jefferson’s concubine.”108 At the time, Sally was just fourteen years old. Jefferson was in his forties.

There’s not much about Sally Hemings in the historical record. We do not know what she made of her situation, and there are not writings in which she tells us in her own words. But we do know a bit of her story. When she arrived in Paris, she became a free woman. Slavery was illegal in France. Because of this, Jefferson paid her and her brother, James, a cook, for their work. For a brief time in their lives, at least, they weren’t slaves—they were servants.109

But they returned to slavery when they came back to America. When Jefferson boarded a ship home in 1789, Sally came with him. But she had a choice. She was free and didn’t have to return. She chose to go back, though we don’t know why. She may have feared the French Revolution. But we do know that she set conditions on her and her brother’s return. The Hemings siblings insisted that they would be treated better than the other enslaved people at Monticello. They would work in the house, not in the fields. They would be given proper clothing.110 And Sally negotiated freedom for her future children, if not for herself.111

Though we don’t know why she did what she did, we do know that she was brave and intelligent. She negotiated with Jefferson, and for his part, he kept his promises to her. Sally’s children, including those she bore with Jefferson, were freed after his death. This was the only nuclear enslaved family at Monticello that stayed together after the sale of the estate.112

We also know that the connection between Jefferson and Sally Hemings is even more intricate than this skeletal outline of her early story suggests. Sally Hemings was not a stranger to Jefferson, or his family. She was Thomas Jefferson’s late wife’s half sister, as the two shared a father in John Wayles.113 No likenesses of Sally survive. But she likely resembled Martha Jefferson.

For her beauty, Sally Hemings caught the attention of visitors to Monticello. The more complimentary visitors called her “Dashing Sally,” while Jefferson’s Federalist and racist detractors called her “Dusky Sally.”114 Guests noticed that many of the enslaved men and women serving them, Sally’s children, bore a striking resemblance to their host. One visitor, Henry Randall, was particularly startled, turning to Jefferson and then the servers, unable to look away from their likenesses. That night he wrote, “The resemblance [between Jefferson and his slaves] was so close, that at some distance or in the dusk the slave, dressed in the same way, might be mistaken for Mr. Jefferson.”115

History has proven that Randall was correct. Though the former president never revealed the truth about Sally Hemings, or her children, in 1997, Annette Gordon-Reed published Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings: An American Controversy, exploring the case for the relationship and bringing it back into the mainstream conversation. Then in 1998, a DNA study linked one of Sally Hemings’s children, Eston, to the male line of Jefferson’s family.116 The genetic record shows that Jefferson and Hemings likely had at least six children, four of whom survived to adulthood.117 Jefferson was present at Monticello on each of the dates of their conception, including during his time as president.118 Their names were Beverly, Harriet, Madison, and Eston. Eston Hemings changed his name to Eston Hemings Jefferson in 1852.119

The Hemings family is very much a part of Jefferson’s story, even if they were in the shadows for two hundred years. His treatment of Sally and their children, whom he kept in slavery, is a stain, a fact that he understood. In his own time, an African American mathematician named Benjamin Banneker confronted Jefferson, pointing out the contradictions in the life of a man who wrote the Declaration of Independence, but kept men and women in slavery. At the time, Jefferson didn’t have a reply to Banneker. There was none.120

Jefferson knew that America would have a reckoning over his legacy and over slavery. As early as 1781, in his Notes on the State of Virginia, he wrote, “I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just.”121 He believed future generations might look back at the era in horror.122 Today, Jefferson is both rightly praised and rightly condemned. And Sally Hemings and their children are, at last, remembered.




SHAPING A LEGACY

Jefferson knew he would be remembered. But he wasn’t certain how. He didn’t want to leave history to chance, or to his political opponents. Every letter, every note, and every book he touched would shape how the next generation would understand who he was, what he did, and his place in American history. With that in mind, he set to shaping the historical record. He was the first former president to do so.


Founding Friends

The key to Jefferson’s past was in faraway Quincy, Massachusetts. In 1776, Adams, already famous throughout the colonies, spotted Jefferson’s talent and chose him to draft the Declaration of Independence, impressed by his writing abilities after the young man had “seized upon [his] heart.”123 But despite that bond, the two were at loggerheads throughout their lives. As historian Gordon Wood has noted, they were “divided in almost every fundamental way: in temperament, in their ideas of government, in their assumptions about human nature, in their notions
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