
  
    
      
    
  



Thomas Jefferson


Autobiography

Enriched edition. 
Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Hannah Nolan

 


    EAN 8596547393108
  

Edited and published by DigiCat, 2022




[image: ]


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Author Biography

    

    
    
        Autobiography

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    A statesman writes against the erosion of memory, setting down the record before time can revise it. In these pages, Thomas Jefferson seeks to preserve the origins of a life intertwined with the making of a nation, presenting a measured account of how private convictions and public commitments met in the crucible of revolution. The Autobiography offers more than recollection; it is an attempt to fix in writing the motives, choices, and contexts that shaped an era. Readers step into a disciplined narrative voice intent on clarity, restraint, and documentation, aware that posterity will scrutinize both what is included and what is left unstated.

The book holds classic status because it captures a singular vantage: an architect of early American governance reflecting on events he helped shape. Its endurance rests on the dignified cadence of its prose, its attention to causes and consequences, and its exploration of themes—liberty, responsibility, and institutional design—that still command debate. As literature, it demonstrates how a public figure constructs a narrative that is simultaneously personal and civic. As history, it opens a primary window onto the intellectual climate of the late eighteenth century, making it indispensable to students of political thought and American letters alike.

Thomas Jefferson is the author, and the work was composed during his retirement at Monticello in 1821. It recounts his life and public career only through 1790. The text was not issued in his lifetime; it first appeared posthumously in 1829 within an edition of his writings prepared for publication. The Autobiography’s temporal boundaries matter: by stopping at 1790, it situates readers at the threshold of the new federal government, while allowing Jefferson to focus on formative experiences rather than later controversies. This composition and publication history anchors the narrative’s tone of recollection rather than immediate political persuasion.

The central premise is straightforward: Jefferson sets down a first-person account of his upbringing, education, legal training, and early political life, culminating in the transformative years of colonial resistance and national founding. The narrative traces his movement from local responsibilities to roles that drew him into continental deliberations. Along the way, he describes the ideas, debates, and legislative labors that accompanied institutional change. The book is not a full life; it is a carefully bounded memoir of beginnings, concerned with the emergence of convictions and the public tasks that tested them, without anticipating the later chapters of his career.

A distinctive feature of the work is its combination of narrative with documentary consciousness. Jefferson recounts events chronologically and pauses to explain contexts, often referencing dates, deliberative bodies, and texts that framed decisions. The prose tends toward precision over flourish, reflecting an Enlightenment preference for reasoned exposition. Readers encounter an author who values sequence, causation, and the steady accumulation of evidence. This stylistic reserve gives the Autobiography a durable clarity: it invites scrutiny, encourages verification, and makes it possible to see how contested ideas moved from argument to action within legislative and diplomatic arenas.

Underneath the chronology runs a sustained meditation on how ideas are translated into institutions. Questions about the ends of government, the scope of individual rights, the place of religion in public life, and the mechanisms of reform animate the narrative. Jefferson’s account presents the labor of drafting, revising, and persuading as the essence of politics in a republic. His emphasis on education, legal reasoning, and the architecture of statutes reflects a conviction that durable change proceeds through civic design as much as through rhetoric. The Autobiography, therefore, works as both a story and a kind of blueprint for republican practice.

The book also models how a historical actor thinks about memory. Jefferson writes as someone aware that recollection is fallible and that posterity will compare testimony with records. He frequently situates his memories within broader timelines and institutional settings, not to dramatize himself, but to locate decisions in their procedural contexts. This interplay between remembrance and documentation—between the interior voice and the public archive—gives the work a distinctive authority while reminding readers that every act of self-narration is necessarily selective. The Autobiography thus becomes a case study in the ethics of historical self-representation.

In American literature, Jefferson’s Autobiography stands beside Benjamin Franklin’s as a foundational exercise in life writing by a statesman. It helped define a mode of autobiography that is less confessional than civic, foregrounding deliberation, lawmaking, and public service. The book’s measured rhetoric and focus on political formation established expectations for later narratives by public figures, where personal experience is framed as evidence for larger principles. In classrooms and studies of the early republic, it remains a touchstone text, both for its stylistic restraint and for the way it stages the relationship between character, philosophy, and institutional change.

The work’s influence extends beyond historians and political theorists. Biographers, essayists, and cultural critics regularly consult it as a primary source for voice, chronology, and perspective on the revolutionary generation. Its presence in scholarly editions and anthologies has made it a shared reference point for discussions about authorship, authority, and the uses of autobiographical testimony. Because it offers carefully articulated reasons for public choices, it has informed debates about interpretation and evidence, encouraging readers to weigh intent, context, and consequence when assessing the actions of influential figures in a democratic society.

To read this book today is also to confront the complexities of principle and practice in the early United States. The narrative foregrounds republican ideals, yet it exists within a society marked by profound inequalities, including slavery. While the Autobiography maintains its focus on public measures and institutional development, attentive readers can explore how the text’s silences and emphases frame enduring questions about national identity and moral consistency. That tension—between aspiration and reality—gives the book interpretive richness and ensures that it continues to prompt rigorous, informed, and sometimes uncomfortable conversations.

Because the Autobiography ends in 1790, it avoids becoming a retrospective commentary on Jefferson’s later prominence and controversies. This limit is an asset: it concentrates the lens on formation rather than vindication, on apprenticeships in lawmaking rather than retrospectives on high office. The result is a narrative that feels close to the ground of events while maintaining the elevated calm of reflective prose. Readers receive both a self-portrait of a citizen-learning-to-govern and a procedural history of how measures advance within assemblies, revealing the mundane and the momentous as parts of a single civic education.

Its lasting appeal lies in the clarity with which it links personal conviction to public consequence. In an age preoccupied with contested narratives, the Autobiography reminds us that democratic life depends on how responsibly we remember, argue, and legislate. The questions it raises—about rights, representation, reform, and the responsibilities of those who hold power—remain current. Jefferson’s measured voice does not resolve modern debates, but it furnishes a model of reasoned self-accounting and institutional imagination. For those seeking to understand the origins of American political ideals and their ongoing challenges, this classic remains a steady, illuminating guide.
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    Thomas Jefferson’s Autobiography presents a first-person account of his public life from his birth in 1743 through 1790, written in 1821 and published posthumously. The narrative is selective and documentary, focused less on private reminiscence than on recording events, legislative efforts, and texts associated with the founding of the United States. Jefferson frames the work as a clarification of his role in key moments and as a record for posterity. He frequently embeds or summarizes documents to illuminate circumstances, aiming to preserve how decisions were made and why particular measures mattered in the institutional development of Virginia and the emerging American republic.

Jefferson sketches his Virginia upbringing, education at the College of William and Mary, legal training under George Wythe, and early service in the House of Burgesses. He portrays a steady progression from provincial law practice to colonial politics, shaped by debates over taxation, representation, and imperial authority. Rather than introspective portraiture, he emphasizes the public context in which he learned procedural mechanics, drafted bills, and cultivated reformist aims. These formative experiences establish his enduring interests: codifying rights, rationalizing law, and aligning local institutions with principles he saw as universal and conducive to civic liberty.

The narrative moves to the early continental movement, with Jefferson’s appointment to the Second Continental Congress and his work on committees. He describes the assignment to draft a declaration for the colonies’ independence, situating it within prior resolutions and public sentiment. The account underscores process: the committee’s remit, the drafting timeline, and the role of Congress in revising the document. Jefferson stresses continuity with existing American ideas while recounting how colonial grievances were framed into a coherent statement. Throughout, he highlights collaborative structures and the constraints of deliberative bodies that shaped the document’s final language and scope.

A distinctive feature of the Autobiography is its preservation of documentary history. Jefferson reproduces his original draft of the Declaration, noting where congressional edits altered phrasing or removed passages. He treats these changes as evidence of institutional negotiation rather than personal slight, offering readers a window into how foundational texts were refined. The emphasis remains on the mechanics of authorship, committee practice, and the conventions of eighteenth-century political writing. By juxtaposing drafts and enacted language, he demonstrates how ideas traverse channels of debate and consent to become authoritative statements of policy and principle.

Returning to Virginia, Jefferson recounts his work on a comprehensive revision of the state’s laws with George Wythe and Edmund Pendleton. He details measures aimed at dismantling feudal remnants such as entail and primogeniture, reforming the penal code, and promoting education. Central is the history of the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, drafted in the revolutionary period and enacted later, which he presents as a keystone for disestablishment and liberty of conscience. The narrative traces how bills were proposed, debated, and, in some cases, deferred, illustrating the incremental nature of legal change in a state reorganizing itself after independence.

Jefferson’s tenure as governor during the Revolutionary War receives a careful, defensive treatment. He describes the administrative burdens of mobilization, supply, and security as British forces pressed into Virginia. The account outlines disruptions, evacuations, and legislative sessions under duress, culminating in the end of his term amid criticism of executive performance. Without polemic, he supplies context for contested decisions and records the subsequent inquiry into his conduct. The aim is to catalogue circumstances and responsibilities rather than rehearse personal grievances, thereby situating gubernatorial authority within the broader fragility of wartime governance.

Service in the Confederation Congress follows, where Jefferson turns to national issues of territorial organization and commerce. He recounts the drafting of the 1784 territorial ordinance, including a proposed provision on slavery that did not prevail, and describes efforts to regularize western governance. The narrative also treats initiatives to negotiate commercial treaties and to standardize aspects of policy across the states. Here, Jefferson presents the confederal framework’s possibilities and limits, portraying a national government experimenting with instruments of law and diplomacy while still constrained by the sovereignty of the individual states.

Jefferson then covers his mission to Europe as minister to France, describing commercial negotiations, consular arrangements, and observations pertinent to American trade and agriculture. He records interactions with foreign ministries and surveys features of European society that bore on republican prospects at home. The account is pragmatic and documentary, attending to tariffs, markets, and legal forms as much as to political events. Returning to the United States in 1789, he notes his appointment as secretary of state in 1790 and briefly outlines initial responsibilities, bringing the narrative to its close at the boundary he set for the work.

Throughout, the Autobiography foregrounds method: the careful insertion of drafts, the reconstruction of debates, and the tracing of bills from proposal to enactment or failure. Jefferson’s purpose is not to settle every controversy but to provide authoritative materials and context for understanding public action. The work’s lasting significance lies in its presentation of founding-era processes—how texts were made, laws revised, and institutions tested—rather than in rhetorical self-portraiture. It closes without dramatic flourish, offering a measured resource for readers seeking to grasp the origins of American political practice and the principles that informed its early course.
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    Thomas Jefferson’s Autobiography was composed in 1821 at Monticello, but its narrative looks chiefly backward to the period from his birth in 1743 through roughly 1790. The setting begins in colonial Virginia, a province within the British Empire governed by royal authority, colonial assemblies, and county courts. The Church of England was established by law, public revenues supported parish institutions, and dissenters faced legal disabilities until the Revolution. The plantation economy was anchored by enslaved labor and export agriculture, especially tobacco. British mercantilist policies structured trade and shipping. These institutions—imperial, ecclesiastical, legal, and economic—form the frame against which Jefferson recounts political change.

Jefferson emerged from Virginia’s gentry world, educated in classics and law and shaped by Enlightenment reading. He studied at the College of William and Mary in the early 1760s and read law under George Wythe, a leading colonial jurist and reformer. County courts, the House of Burgesses, and networks of planters and lawyers defined elite political life. Intellectual currents from Locke, Montesquieu, and Scottish moral philosophy circulated through libraries and correspondence. The Autobiography reflects this fusion of provincial legal practice and cosmopolitan ideas, showing how a Virginia lawyer was prepared to translate principles of natural rights and civic virtue into colonial resistance and, later, republican statecraft.

The economic world Jefferson describes was indebted to British merchants and volatile in prices. Tobacco dominated exports from the Chesapeake, though some planters shifted toward grains by the late eighteenth century to diversify income and preserve depleted soils. Enslaved people provided coerced labor for fields, skilled trades, and domestic work. Everyday life moved along rivers, roads, and ferries; courthouses, parish churches, and taverns were central social spaces. Printing presses, newspapers, and pamphlets expanded public debate, while post riders and stage lines connected towns to coastal ports. This material context—plantations, markets, and a growing print sphere—underlies the political mobilization chronicled in Jefferson’s retrospective account.

The imperial crisis after 1764 framed Jefferson’s early public life. Parliamentary taxation measures—the Sugar Act, Stamp Act, and later Townshend duties—provoked colonial petitions and nonimportation agreements. Committees of correspondence and assemblies honed arguments about rights, representation, and the limits of imperial authority. In 1774, Jefferson’s pamphlet A Summary View of the Rights of British America articulated a constitutional vision that denied Parliament’s power over the colonies. The First Continental Congress met in the same year, coordinating colonial resistance. Jefferson’s Autobiography situates his later work in Congress within this decade of escalating dispute, where legal argument, print persuasion, and economic pressure converged.

The move from resistance to independence in 1775–1776 brings the book to its most famous episode. Jefferson served in the Second Continental Congress as delegates debated Richard Henry Lee’s June 1776 resolution for independence. Appointed to the Committee of Five with John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Roger Sherman, and Robert R. Livingston, he drafted the Declaration of Independence, which Congress debated and amended before adoption on July 4, 1776. His account emphasizes drafting circumstances, the committee process, and congressional edits. It highlights how colonial grievances were distilled into a statement of principles and a justification for separation that would be circulated widely in print and read aloud in public spaces.

The Autobiography reflects the Declaration’s intellectual roots in natural rights theory and republican government. Jefferson notes the text’s reliance on self-evident truths and consent of the governed, while also recording Congress’s alterations. He recalls the removal of a passage condemning the transatlantic slave trade, attributing the deletion to political objections within the Congress. The episode exemplifies the negotiation between ideals and coalition-building necessities. The Declaration’s publication through newspapers, broadsides, and official readings helped transform provincial resistance into national resolve, and Jefferson’s retrospective underscores both the collaborative nature of authorship and the rhetorical strategy of appealing to universal principles.

Independence cascaded into state constitution making, and Virginia’s 1776 Constitution and Declaration of Rights (drafted chiefly by George Mason) established the institutional landscape Jefferson sought to reform. The new state retained broad legislative power, a weak executive, and county-based political structures. Dissenters pressed for disestablishment and equal civil rights. Jefferson drafted his own state constitution proposals, though they were not adopted; nevertheless, his reform agenda informed later legislation. The Autobiography situates these efforts within the urgent need to translate revolutionary principles into laws and offices, balancing local custom with republican innovation amid war mobilization and contested authority.

Jefferson, George Wythe, and Edmund Pendleton led a comprehensive revision of Virginia’s laws beginning in 1776, presenting a package of bills in 1779 designed to republicanize property, criminal, educational, and religious policy. Reforms abolished entail in 1776 and later ended primogeniture in 1785, reshaping inheritance to broaden property transmission. Jefferson’s bill for proportioning crimes and punishments attempted to rationalize penalties and reduce the scope of capital punishment; it failed to pass in its original form. His bill for the more general diffusion of knowledge envisioned public education to sustain citizenship but did not secure enactment statewide. These efforts marked an enduring legislative program.

Religious liberty stands at the center of Jefferson’s retrospective. He drafted the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom in 1777, asserting that civil rights did not depend on religious opinion. After years of debate over disestablishment, the General Assembly enacted the statute in 1786. The law ended government support for the Anglican Church and guaranteed freedom of conscience for all. Jefferson later identified this enactment, with the Declaration of Independence, as among his most important achievements. In the Autobiography, he recounts the statute’s origins and principles, linking it to rising Baptist and Presbyterian dissent, revolutionary critiques of coercion, and a broader Anglo-American movement for toleration.

Jefferson’s governorship of Virginia during 1779–1781 occurred amid military crisis. He supported moving the capital from Williamsburg to Richmond in 1780 to secure the government’s operations and better supply the war effort. British incursions under Benedict Arnold in early 1781 and later raids by cavalry under Banastre Tarleton disrupted state administration and targeted public depots. Jefferson faced criticism for the state’s vulnerability and for his movements during these raids. In later recollection he defended his actions and pointed to the limits of state resources under the Articles of Confederation. Subsequent inquiries concluded without formal censure, reflecting the complexities of wartime governance.

The Confederation era forms an important backdrop to Jefferson’s narrative. The Articles of Confederation created a union without direct federal taxing power, complicating revenue, debt repayment, and military supply. Foreign policy pressures persisted, including British retention of frontier posts and disputes with Spain. In 1783–1784, Jefferson served in the Confederation Congress and chaired committees on the western lands, drafting the 1784 Ordinance to organize territories. He proposed a clause to bar slavery in all new states after 1800; it failed by a single vote. The experience revealed both the possibilities and limits of national policy under the Confederation framework.

From 1784 to 1789 Jefferson served in Europe, first as a commissioner for commercial treaties and then as United States minister to France, succeeding Benjamin Franklin in 1785. He pursued freer trade for American produce, studied agriculture and arts, and observed French society on the eve of revolution. The early phases of the French Revolution in 1789 unfolded as he prepared to return home. These years deepened his views on republican reform, commerce, and diplomacy. Although the Autobiography gives a concise account, it situates his later advocacy for a federal bill of rights and suspicion of concentrated power within the context of transatlantic debates about liberty and authority.

Print culture and scientific curiosity, which marked Jefferson’s public life, also shaped the conditions described in the book. Newspapers multiplied after independence, carrying legislative debates and international news. Learned societies and correspondence networks spread new techniques in agriculture, surveying, and architecture. Jefferson’s Notes on the State of Virginia, drafted in 1781–1782 and published in the mid-1780s, offered data on resources, laws, and society; it became a touchstone for discussions of the young republic’s strengths and contradictions. While distinct from the Autobiography, that work’s empirical method and civic reformism illuminate the intellectual milieu in which Jefferson narrates his legislative and revolutionary experiences.

Slavery forms an inescapable part of the historical landscape. Virginia’s laws defined enslaved people as property, and the plantation economy depended on their labor. In 1778 the state banned further importation of enslaved Africans, a measure Jefferson supported amid a broader wartime shift. He owned enslaved people throughout his life, and his record displays enduring contradictions between antislavery rhetoric and personal practice. In the Autobiography he emphasizes the deleted passage in the Declaration attacking the slave trade and recounts legislative efforts with ambivalent outcomes. The narrative mirrors a society wrestling with moral and economic entanglements that neither state reform nor national policy then resolved.

The Constitutional moment of 1787–1788 arrives in the book as a culmination of Confederation weaknesses. Shays’ Rebellion in Massachusetts underscored fiscal and political strains, while calls for a stronger union led to the Philadelphia Convention. Stationed in Paris, Jefferson followed developments through correspondence, especially with James Madison, and argued for the addition of a federal bill of rights during ratification debates. The new government began in 1789, and Jefferson returned to serve as the first Secretary of State in 1790. The Autobiography largely closes as this national administration forms, preserving its primary focus on revolutionary, state-building, and legislative episodes.

Everyday life in the 1780s and 1790s was also shaped by infrastructure and commercial change. States chartered canal and road companies, post routes expanded, and coastal shipping linked ports with interior markets. Debt adjustment, land speculation, and shifting commodity patterns affected farmers and planters alike. Religious pluralism grew after disestablishment, accelerating voluntary church formation. These developments framed Jefferson’s emphasis on education, legal simplification, and religious liberty as foundations for republican citizenship. The Autobiography’s attention to statutes and institutions reflects a belief that durable reforms arise from laws and civic habits as much as from battlefield victories or rhetorical declarations.

Jefferson wrote the Autobiography late in life amid disputes over the meaning of the Revolution and early national politics. The 1790s had produced sharp partisan battles, and by 1821 participants were crafting competing memories. Writing at Monticello, and engaged in founding the University of Virginia in 1819, he sought to record his role in key statutes and in the Declaration, highlighting what he considered enduring achievements. Intended for family and posterity, the narrative is selective, focusing on public acts rather than personal detail. As a document, it provides a contemporaneous participant’s account shaped by the politics of memory in the early republic’s second generation.
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    Introduction
Thomas Jefferson was an American statesman, political thinker, architect, and writer, born in 1743 in colonial Virginia and dying in 1826. He is most widely known as the principal author of the Declaration of Independence and as the third president of the United States. Beyond elected office, he founded the University of Virginia and became a lasting influence on American architecture and education. His most substantial book, Notes on the State of Virginia, stands as a landmark in early American letters. Jefferson’s life has long symbolized both the promise and paradox of the new republic: an eloquent advocate of liberty who also enslaved people.
Serving across crucial stages of the nation’s formation, Jefferson helped shape revolutionary ideology, diplomatic outreach, and early party politics. As president, he approved the Louisiana Purchase and supported the Lewis and Clark expedition, policies that transformed the geographic and scientific horizons of the United States. He led the Democratic-Republican movement that defined an alternative to Federalist governance. Internationally, his writings on rights and religious freedom traveled widely. Domestically, his record invites scrutiny for its contradictions, especially regarding slavery and Native American policy. Together, his public acts and extensive writings made him one of the most studied figures in American history.
Education and Literary Influences
Jefferson’s early education came through tutors in languages, mathematics, and the classics. He entered the College of William & Mary in his teens, studying philosophy, science, and law. Mentored notably by William Small and the jurist George Wythe, he acquired rigorous habits of inquiry and an enduring commitment to legal reasoning. He read Latin, Greek, and modern European languages, played the violin, and cultivated a lifelong interest in architecture. Admitted to the Virginia bar after apprenticeship, he combined legal practice with service in the House of Burgesses, where his facility with drafting and argument first gained broad attention.
His intellectual formation was deeply shaped by the Enlightenment. He drew on the empirical methods of Bacon and Newton, the political theory of Locke and Montesquieu, the Scottish Enlightenment’s moral philosophy, and writers he encountered more fully while in France. Classical antiquity and the architectural treatises of Andrea Palladio guided his designs for Monticello and later public buildings. A voracious collector of books, he assembled a library spanning law, history, science, and the arts. After the British attack on Washington in 1814, he sold this library to Congress in 1815, creating the core of the modern Library of Congress.
Literary Career
Jefferson’s most famous composition is the Declaration of Independence, drafted in 1776 for the Continental Congress’s Committee of Five. Drawing on natural rights theory and colonial grievances, he organized a concise argument for political separation and legitimate government. Congress revised his draft before adoption, yet the structure and themes remained recognizable. Contemporary reactions ranged from practical concern to philosophical admiration, and the document soon acquired a wider life beyond the immediate crisis. Its formulation of equality and rights became a touchstone for later reform movements at home and abroad, even as American society struggled to realize those ideals.
His only full-length book, Notes on the State of Virginia, was composed in the early 1780s and first appeared in print in the mid-1780s. Organized as responses to queries, it surveys Virginia’s geography, economy, laws, natural history, and society, and includes observations that reveal both empirical curiosity and the era’s intellectual limits. Its discussions of religious liberty and public education proved influential, while its passages on race and slavery have drawn sustained criticism. Notes became one of the most important early works of American nonfiction, read in Europe and the United States as a window onto the new nation’s resources and ideas.
Jefferson considered religious liberty central to republican government. He drafted the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom in the late 1770s; it became law in 1786 and helped disestablish the Anglican Church in Virginia. This statute, which he later asked be inscribed on his epitaph, shaped American discourse on conscience and the separation of church and state. In 1798, he anonymously drafted the Kentucky Resolutions, challenging the Alien and Sedition Acts on constitutional grounds. Although controversial, the resolutions articulated a robust defense of civil liberties and set terms for later debates about federal power, states’ rights, and dissent in a republic.
Much of Jefferson’s literary legacy lies in his correspondence and public papers. His letters—spanning science, politics, education, and architecture—circulated among contemporaries and now form a major source for historians. He compiled The Life and Morals of Jesus of Nazareth, often called the Jefferson Bible, an edited arrangement of Gospel passages focused on ethical teachings, prepared privately during and after his presidency. He also authored A Manual of Parliamentary Practice for the Use of the Senate of the United States, a procedural guide reflecting his meticulous approach to deliberation. Together, these writings illustrate a style favoring clarity, balance, and careful organization.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Jefferson championed republican self-government grounded in civic virtue, broad diffusion of knowledge, and protections for individual rights. He favored limited national government, fiscal restraint, and skepticism toward permanent military establishments. His agrarian ideal valued independent farmers as a social foundation, yet he also backed practical statecraft, as shown by the Louisiana Purchase, which he justified on constitutional and strategic grounds. He advocated freedom of conscience and a high wall between church and state, promoted public education, and defended a free press despite partisan tempests. In foreign affairs, he preferred commerce and negotiation to war, relying on economic measures to express national policy.
His convictions coexisted with contradictions. Jefferson enslaved hundreds of people over his lifetime, benefiting from and perpetuating a system he sometimes criticized in principle. Evidence assembled by historians and genetic testing indicates he fathered children with Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman at Monticello, a fact now widely accepted by major scholarly institutions. He freed only a small number of enslaved people. His policies toward Native nations combined language of assimilation with support for expansion that facilitated displacement. The Embargo Act of 1807 reflected his preference for economic coercion over military conflict but imposed heavy domestic costs, revealing tensions within his ideals.
Beliefs and Advocacy
Jefferson championed republican self-government grounded in civic virtue, broad diffusion of knowledge, and protections for individual rights. He favored limited national government, fiscal restraint, and skepticism toward permanent military establishments. His agrarian ideal valued independent farmers as a social foundation, yet he also backed practical statecraft, as shown by the Louisiana Purchase, which he justified on constitutional and strategic grounds. He advocated freedom of conscience and a high wall between church and state, promoted public education, and defended a free press despite partisan tempests. In foreign affairs, he preferred commerce and negotiation to war, relying on economic measures to express national policy.
His convictions coexisted with contradictions. Jefferson enslaved hundreds of people over his lifetime, benefiting from and perpetuating a system he sometimes criticized in principle. Evidence assembled by historians and genetic testing indicates he fathered children with Sally Hemings, an enslaved woman at Monticello, a fact now widely accepted by major scholarly institutions. He freed only a small number of enslaved people. His policies toward Native nations combined language of assimilation with support for expansion that facilitated displacement. The Embargo Act of 1807 reflected his preference for economic coercion over military conflict but imposed heavy domestic costs, revealing tensions within his ideals.
Final Years & Legacy
After leaving the presidency in 1809, Jefferson retired to Monticello, where he managed his estate, endured persistent debts, and turned sustained attention to education. He led the creation of the University of Virginia, chartered in 1819, designing its grounds and helping shape its curriculum and governance. He also resumed extensive correspondence, including a renewed exchange with John Adams that became a celebrated intellectual dialogue. In 1815 he sold his personal library to Congress, replenishing the nation’s collections after the wartime destruction in Washington. Despite declining health, he remained engaged in public questions, particularly the diffusion of knowledge in a republic.
Jefferson died on July 4, 1826, the fiftieth anniversary of the Declaration of Independence. He left instructions for an epitaph listing three achievements: author of the Declaration of Independence, author of the Virginia Statute for Religious Freedom, and father of the University of Virginia. His legacy is both foundational and contested. He helped frame enduring American commitments to rights, religious liberty, and education, and his writing influenced movements worldwide. At the same time, scholarship now foregrounds his enslavement of people and the Hemings family, integrating these realities into assessments of his character and institutions he shaped, including Monticello and the university he founded.
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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, 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[3] of the parish. He had three sons; Thomas who died young, Field who settled on the waters of Roanoke[4] and left numerous descendants, and Peter, my father, who settled on the lands I still own, called Shadwell[5], 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[6], 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, 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; 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[7] 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[8], a reception as a student of law, under his direction, and introduced me to the acquaintance and familiar table of Governor Fauquier[9], 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, 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, 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, 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, not of reflection and conviction. Experience soon proved that they could bring their minds to rights, on the first summons of their attention. But the King'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[10], 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[11], 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[7q]. 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. 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[12][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 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[13] in each colony would be the best instrument for inter-communication[10q]: 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[15]) 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[14], 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[11q]. 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[4q], and the effect of the day, through the whole colony, was like a shock of electricity, arousing every man, and placing him erect
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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.


































































































	Florins.



	
	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





























OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
THOMAS JEFFERSON I

AUTOBIOGRAPHY






OEBPS/Images/DigiCat-logo.png





